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ABSTRACT 
This study was set in a mainstream secondary school, where a group of Year 7 pupils 
who had already experienced repeated exclusions were faced with the prospect of the 
cycle continuing. The researcher, who was also the educational psychologist for the 
school, used solution focused brief therapy (SFBT) in preference to previously 
unsuccessful methods of intervention in individual sessions with eight pupils over a 
period of one term. Employing a qualitative research methodology, based on an action 
research framework, the practitioner researcher had three main aims - to support the 
pupils' continued attendance and at the same time evaluate the impact of intervention; to 
simultaneously develop a flexible model of SFBT that was responsive to pupil need from 
an initial model based on a review of current literature; to consider the compatibility of 
this approach with the school context. The key findings, in relation to outcome, were 
much improved ratings by seven out of eight pupils of their perceived situations at the 
end of intervention, compared with their initial assessments; significant positive change 
over time in teacher comparative ratings of pupil behaviour; reductions in the numbers of 
exclusions and reported problem incidents. A flexible model, rather than one which is 
fixed and formulaic, proved to be critical to constructive collaborition, as was careful 
attention to the development of a blame-free therapeutic alliance. Major deviations from 
the initial model were the inclusion of detailed problem talk; the repeated revision of both 
problem and goal definition; the omission of the miracle question and the utilisation of 
the technique of 'externalisation' from Narrative Therapy. The rationale for these 
developments is discussed, along with some proposals as to underlying processes. 
Engagement with school systems proved to be less than satisfactory, although the 
revised individual model of intervention was not undermined by this. Nevertheless, some 
implications for compatibility of SFBT with school procedures are considered in the light 
of this finding, with suggestions for a number of possible applications of SFBT in relation 
to the everyday working practices of an educational psychologist. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Context 
This research study took place in an inner-city comprehensive school. The school has 
approximately one and a half thousand pupils, and draws the vast majority of its 
population from council wards identified in the Indices of Deprivation (Department of the 
Environment, Transport and the Regions, 2000) as being among the 5% most deprived 
in England. Prior to the study, an Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) inspection 
had deemed the school in need of special measures because of poor standards of 
attainment, attendance and behaviour. One outcome of the subsequent school/LEA 
action plan was a successful bid for Single Regeneration Budget funding of a three-year 
project to be entitled 'Improving Pupil Behaviour'. The school's intention was that the 
majority of the funding would be used to employ an educational psychologist (EP), full 
time. Following negotiations between the school, LEA and Educational Psychology 
Service (EPS) the researcher (the school's existing EP) was invited to set up the project 
in collaboration with the school's vice principal. 
The project incorporated a range of EP activity, including the systems and INSET work 
advocated by Frederickson, Cameron, Dunsmuir, Graham & Monsen, (1998), Imich 
(1999), Leadbetter (2000) and Watkins & Wagner (2000) for example. Central to the 
conditions of the project, however, was a requirement that the EP should also work 
directly with individual pupils who were 'at risk of exclusion'. A decision was taken, at the 
outset, that this intervention would focus on the Year 7 intake in the first instance. Pupils 
from this group could then be tracked, and supported through their entire Keystage 3 
careers. Further groups would then be established from subsequent intakes. 
No single theoretical model was adopted for this individual work. For the first two years 
of the project the approach probably best matched the 'eclectic' policy that Cooper 
(1999) suggests is usually appropriate, because the '... diversity of approaches fits with 
the diversity of problems of EBD' (p. 8). A number of issues arose, however, which raised 
doubts in the researcher about whether this was, in fact the most effective strategy. 
There were, for instance, practical difficulties associated with attempts to implement 
behavioural programmes. As Daniels, Visser, Cole & cle Reybekill (1999) suggest, 
behavioural methods have been perhaps the most widely employed techniques by 
teachers and others in their work in schools. Their primary focus is on behaviour that can 
be directly observed, and it is assumed that well-established patterns of behaviour can 
be changed (controlled) by altering environmental consequences or other related events 
(Ayers, Clarke & Murray, 1995). These principles have provided the foundation for many 
training and development packages, including 'Assertive Discipline' (Canter & Canter, 
1992), 'The Behavioural Approach to Teaching' (Wheldall & Merrett, 1985) and 'Building 
a Better Behaved School' (Galvin, Mercer & Costa, 1990). The careful shaping of pupil 
behaviour can, however, be very demanding of a classroom teacher -a point that 
teachers were often quick to point out to the researcher. As Cooper, Smith & Upton 
(11994) and Miller (1996) note, the time investment required in attending to the specific 
detail of a programme can often lead to disillusion if the results are perceived as not 
significant, are not quickly achieved, or are not generalised and maintained over time. In 
so far as EP practice is concerned, McNamara (1992,1998) also suggests that 
published demonstrations of the success of behavioural interventions have often been 
carried out under conditions that maximise the probability of successful outcome. These 
conditions, he argues, may have only very limited resemblance to the more usual 
working conditions of EP's. Conoley & Conoley (1990) similarly argue that it may be 
entirely unrealistic to expect teachers to implement complex behavioural programmes in 
their classrooms. 7 
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An alternative theoretical model, perhaps more suited to work with individual pupils, is 
one that Daniels, Visser, Cole & de Reybekill (1999) label 'psychodynamic'. 
Psychodynamic approaches are based on the assumption that many of the anxieties and 
motivating forces which determine behaviour are unconscious (Davie, 1986; 
Greenhalgh, 1994), with problems taken to be outwardly visible signs of inner conflicts. 
Psychodynamic approaches are characterised by attempts to engage in dialogue with 
pupils with the aim of helping them to gain greater insight into the nature of their 
difficulties and their behaviour. They typically require relatively long term involvement 
and are usually seen as demanding specialist skills (Cole, Visser & Upton, 1998). As 
such they are more likely to be encountered in special school settings than in 
mainstream schools. 
A further model, also encompassing individual working, is generally outlined as a 
'cognitive approach' by Frederickson & Cline (2002). This perspective focuses on 
cognitive processes, relating to how pupils perceive and interpret events. 'Undesirable' 
behaviour develops when they misperceive, misconstrue and respond 'inappropriately' to 
situations. Intervention would aim to challenge their perceptions or attributions, and to 
facilitate alternative perspectives and responses. As with the psychodynamic model, 
then, the discourse of cognitive approaches clearly locates problems as'within-child' 
(Booth, 1993) and undertakes to correct 'faulty' thinking. 
In direct contrast with the concept of problems as being located entirely within-child is 
the notion that pupils belong to a set of social subsystems, and that all behaviour is a 
product of interactions between and within these systems. Behaviour also varies 
according to the contexts and the situation. This ecosystemic, or interactionist, 
perspective has gained increasing influence in schools (Wagner, 1995) and is firmly 
endorsed by the SEN Code of Practice (DfES, 2001 a). In terms of intervention, 
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emphasis is placed on the idea of altering unwanted patterns of interaction, with the 
introduction of change into one part of a system inevitably effecting change elsewhere. 
Dowling & Osborne (11985) and Provis (11992) have been particularly prominent in the 
development of ecosystemic approaches in their work with schools. 
In common with this work, but less therapist directed, is that of Molnar & Lindquist 
(1989), whose approach is also underpinned by a discourse of social constructionism, 
which emphasises the role of language in the social construction of our understanding of 
the world, rather than accept incontrovertible truths. In working to promote change they 
suggest that social, personal and professional factors can influence teachers' 
perceptions of events, and that these perceptions can actually contribute to the 
maintenance of problems. Their methods seek to achieve change by altering teacher 
perceptions of pupil behaviour, or're-frame' their interpretations of the purpose of the 
behaviour. In addition to the introduction of change into one part of a cycle so as to 
promote change in another, therefore, re-framing also helps eliminate blame from the 
situation, promotes understanding and encourages a focus on the desirable aspects of a 
social pattern. 
Despite the appeal of such an approach, in terms of its inherent values, its rationale and 
its reported potential, the approach would not have easily translated into the researcher's 
situation. Although the EPS was moving towards consultation as a basis for service 
delivery, in parallel with national developments (West & Idol, 1987; Wagner, 2000; 
Wagner & Gillies, 2001), the conditions determined by the project were negotiated 
separately. While there was some commitment in principle to collaboration from key staff 
in the school, and reasonable access to all teachers, the expectation was that the 
mainstay of his work with individual pupils would more closely resemble the 
psychodynamic/cognitive approaches in practice. This did not rule out, however, the 
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possibility of adopting a social constructionist discourse, or the idea of encouraging 
change in patterns of interaction across a system from a single point within that system. 
If the underlying principles were sound, that point could be an individual pupil. 
1.2 An Alternative Approach - SFBT 
Practice based on such a model was, in fact, rapidly emerging in therapeutic literature - 
the Solution Oriented or Solution Focused Approach. This model embodied social 
constructionism at a level of individual intervention, but was initially developed and 
described by de Shazer and his colleagues at the Brief Family Therapy Center in 
Milwaukee (de Shazer, 1985,1988,199 1; Weiner-Davis, de Shazer & Gingerich, 1987; 
O'Hanion & Weiner-Davis, 1989). Importantly, however, it was also a product of a 
significant shift of focus from the traditional problem-solving framework. de Shazer and 
his colleagues had drawn the conclusion from their clinical experiences that what their 
clients found helpful had no direct relationship to the problems presented in therapy. As 
a result the emphasis of intervention moved from trying to understand a problem, and 
therefore knowing how to 'treat' it, to helping clients focus on their personal goals, their 
own strengths and therefore their potential for finding their own solutions. An added 
bonus is that therapy then becomes brief in nature, and so the approach is widely known 
as Solution Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT). 
The assumptions underpinning SFBT have been well documented in overviews of 
solution focused approaches by a number of authors such as O'Hanlon & Weiner-Davis 
(1989), George, Iveson & Ratner (1990), Cade & O'Hanlon (1993) and O'Connell (1998). 
Summarised, these fundamental assumptions are: 
0 Personal constructs are created through attempts to make sense of our 
experiences, and these constructs influence behaviour. 
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Problems do not imply individual dysfunction, but exist in a social context. 
Attempting to understand the cause of a problem, therefore, is not a necessary 
step towards resolution. In intervention, emphases on the past and on details of 
the problem are not necessary for the development of solutions. 
Individuals attempt to solve their problems, but with a focus on the details of the 
problem at the expense of possible solutions. There are always exceptions to the 
problem, however. No matter how fixed the problem patterns might appear to be 
there are always times when they are absent or less, and therefore when the 
individual is engaged in some of the'solution behaviour'. Identification of such 
exceptions, and doing more of 'what works' is the key to progress. 
Individuals have the resources to resolve their own difficulties, although people 
tend to emphasise their own failures or weaknesses. They can be helped to 
recognise and utilise their own strengths, and to develop a more positive 
construct of themselves as competent and in control. 
An individual's goals must be central to the therapeutic process or else the 
intervention is unlikely to succeed - the 'centrality of goals'. Intervention does not 
involve the therapist as expert, in a process of judgement or interpretation of 
psychological theory, in determining what is best for the individual. 
A small change can lead to widespread changes. This assumption is a reflection 
of the ecosystemic origins of SFBT - sometimes only a small change in one part 
of the ecosystem will interrupt the problem-maintaining pattern and prompt new 
cycles of behaviour. Thus, relatively complex interactions have an appealing 
potential to be critically influenced through collaborative intervention with one 
individual within a social system. 
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At the time of the present study, the SFBT model had been utilised by clinical 
practitioners to deal with a range of presenting problems such as drug and alcohol 
dependency, marital difficulties, sexual abuse, depression and anxiety. It had been 
employed to a lesser extent in school settings, although it was becoming an area of 
growing interest by EP's in the UK (Rhodes, 1993; Rhodes & Ajmal, 1995). They saw the 
approach as offering a number of potentially attractive features to a school-based 
practitioner: 
There are strong claims for its effectiveness and, given that it demands 
comparatively little time, its efficiency. 
It is a flexible approach which can be adapted for use in any setting, with any type of 
presenting problem. Intervention can be targeted at any point in the school/home 
ecosystem, involving any combination of child/teachers/parent or carers. 
0 It is purposeful and positive. Because it is not problem focused there may be less 
likelihood of those concerned becoming 'submerged', disheartened and paralysed by 
seeming entrenched and insurmountable difficulties. 
0 It does not depend upon insight on the part of the client, either pre-existing or as a 
consequence of adult intervention. 
Additionally, for the researcher, it was attractive from the point of view of children's 
individual rights. It is not intrusive and does not depend upon a need to manage, coerce 
or control thinking and behaviour. From a practical perspective, it should be compatible 
with the conditions and constraints of the research context. As a consequence of these 
seeming advantages over other possible methods, and the researcher's own developing 
curiosity about the possibilities for the approach, a decision was taken to adopt SFBT. It 
would become the method of individual working with a group of pupils from the Year 7 
intake in the final year of the project. This work would also form the basis of ongoing 
evaluation of its potential for future work in the school. 
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The manner in which SFBT was employed, and the extent to which it was ultimately 
helpful to pupils, the school and to the researcher is the focus of the remainder of this 
research report. The next chapter presents a more detailed critique of relevant SFBT 
research and literature; a potential model for use in the present setting is then outlined. 
This is followed in subsequent chapters by the main questions of interest to the 
researcher and the methodology employed to address these; an analysis of the findings 
of the study and a detailed discussion of the issues arising; conclusions and implications 
for both further study and for continuing EP practice. 
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2. Literature Review 
2.1 Epistemology 
The previous chapter noted the evolution of SFBT from a problem-solving into a future 
oriented therapeutic approach, and also reported that its emergence from family therapy 
followed a somewhat experiential path. Before moving on to a review of research and 
other literature relating to SFBT, it might be helpful to briefly consider its underlying 
philosophical and epistemological position. 
SFBT is underpinned by both social constructionism and systems theory (OConnell, 
1998; Lines, 2002). As such it contrasts with the modernist position of the other 
approaches to intervention which historically have been more frequently employed with 
children and adolescents. Behavioural management, for example, argues that there is an 
objective reality, available to experts and/or adults, and features the manipulation of 
variables in order to achieve desired effect. The often discouraging time and resource 
demands, however, and the sometimes tenuous causal links between events (Dessent, 
1988; Miller 1996) - for instance between presumed 'inadequate parenting' and 
behaviour in class - were noted in the last chapter as notable disadvantages of this 
approach. The alternative, psychodynamic or cognitive approaches would propose that 
individuals require therapy in order to remediate the damage caused by earlier 
experiences, evident in faulty irrational beliefs or learned maladaptive behaviour, so as 
to achieve 'insight' -a cognitive state more consistent with expert knowledge and values 
(Cade & OHanlon, 1993). Again, this is an approach founded on an assumption of 
individual dysfunction, and carries with it the implication of slow, time-consuming change 
and long term demand on highly skilled and limited resources. 
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In direct contrast with the underpinnings of these two approaches, social constructionism 
posits that knowledge is constructed through internalised social relationships and that 
language and communication play a crucial part in the social construction of meaning. 
The way that individuals make sense of their experiences, rather than their personal 
shortcomings, therefore needs to be the critical focus for intervention. Understanding is 
always interpretative, with no privileged position. A social constructionist approach to 
individual counselling will assume that problems are generated by, and embedded in, 
current patterns of interaction rather than simply the product of individual or outside 
factors. This emphasis on constructivism and on interactional patterns has become 
increasingly prevalent in professional practice as a framework for understanding 
behaviour. The Code of Practice (2001 a) for example, despite its continued labelling of 
SEN categories, stresses the importance of taking into account the interactive effect of 
all possible contributors towards a child's experience of difficulties. Specifically relating to 
EP practice, Watkins and Wagner (2000) describe a move towards viewing children's 
behaviour as representing one point within a cycle of human interaction, and not - 
necessarily any more important to its maintenance than any other factor. Stobie (2003) 
similarly reports on a progressive evolution of methodology employed by EPs over the 
last few decades towards multi-level intervention, and on the change in underpinning 
discourse away from one of deficiency to one of interaction. 
In parallel with this developing alternative framework for understanding the nature of 
difficulties and consequent implications for intervention, has been the emergence of a 
greater degree of respect for children's views about situations affecting them - by what 
might be termed the helping professions and by government. Allen (1999), for instance, 
argues convincingly on the importance of taking children's perspectives into account in 
the current debate on the issue of inclusion. Gersch (1996) also acknowledges the 
particularly valuable contribution that children can make towards understanding of 
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complex issues affecting their lives. Indeed, Miller (2000) illustrates the flawed logic of 
the 'expert' stance with his evidence of the distinct disadvantages of not taking into 
account the views of all concerned, including children themselves. Furthermore, in 
addition to this increasing recognition of the pragmatic value of taking account of 
children's perspectives has been a greater emphasis on their rights as individuals. In the 
UK this has culminated in the Green Paper'Every Child Matters' (2003), and more 
recently the Children Act (2004), which stress the fundamental right of children to be 
heard and insist that best outcome for a child (rather than a professional, an organisation 
or an institution) should lie at the very heart of all professional activity. Implicit in this 
scenario is the notion of empowering children (Hobbs, Todd & Taylor, 2000) so that they 
are able to make a positive contribution towards determining and managing their own 
futures, in direct contrast with what Miller (1996) describes as behaviourist efforts to 
control them. Given this current background and context, it is perhaps no surprise that 
EP's have begun to express an interest in SFBT, set as it is within a social 
constructionist framework. 
The fact that SFBT refuses to acknowledge problems as fixed and defined truths about 
individuals highlights the dynamic process of change and, it is claimed by protagonists, 
therefore increases the possibility of change. Rather than focus on underlying 
dysfunction or maladaption, SFBT focuses on success; instead of linking past events to 
present problems, it centres on what might be termed 'final causality', i. e. the concept 
that what happens in the future is dependent on what individuals do today. This positive, 
and relentlessly constructive, focus is generally regarded as one of the main attractions 
of an approach which is also more respectful and inclusive of its clients than many other 
approaches. The language characteristic of SFBT is also seen as more likely to motivate 
and support an individual towards change, with its narratives about the future rather than 
the past and its open recognition of competence, skills and qualities the client can use. 
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Ultimately, however, the value of SFBT is likely be determined by the extent to which it 
can be demonstrated to be effective, efficient and appropriate to the settings in which it 
might be employed. Its proponents argue that it is a highly effective approach, by 
definition is brief and therefore relatively undemanding of resources, and can be adapted 
to multiple settings. This demonstration of effectiveness, in a range of contexts 
characterises the research literature relating to SFBT. Indeed, as noted in the previous 
chapter, SFBT emerged as a direct consequence of the systematic evaluation by 
practitioners of what their clients had perceived as having been the most helpful aspects 
of intervention. Central to this early work were de Shazer and his team at the Brief 
Family Therapy Center (BFTC) in Milwaukee. Their early reports (de Shazer 1985,1988) 
offer a naturalistic, casework-based description of the evolution of technique. As Berg 
(one of the team members) points out (1997a), their interest was in ongoing review of 
individual cases in an attempt to develop an evidence-informed model. One driving force 
was undoubtedly a desire to establish, report on and share a model of practice that 
seemed to offer the prospect of high rates of client satisfaction. The managed care 
system of health professionals in the USA (and more recently in the U. K. - Roth & 
Fonagy, 1996; Rowland & Goss, 2000), however, emphasises the importance of cost as 
well as clinical effectiveness. Accountability to funding agencies, therefore, became 
equally important to practitioners. As a consequence of these influences, research has 
included two broad strands. The first is what is described as 'outcome' research, which 
has concerned itself primarily with the demonstrable effectiveness of the approach; the 
second is 'process' research, which has addressed the issue of clinical technique, either 
by attempting to isolate and describe those elements of the model felt to be important to 
successful outcome or else by offering descriptive accounts of personal experiences. 
This chapter will now consider research and descriptive literature, published up to the 
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time of the current study, relating to SFBT as a therapeutic approach. The first section 
will look at literature relating to outcome, followed by a section on SFBT process. 
2.2 Outcome Research 
Because of its prominence in the literature, and its importance to the development of the 
approach, the first part of this section deals with research in clinic settings even though it 
refers mostly to work with adults. This will be followed by a review of studies in which the 
SFBT model had subsequently been utilised and adapted for work with children and in 
school settings. From the outset it should be noted that, at the time of the present study, 
relatively little systematic research had been reported on the approach, particularly in 
relation to schools. 
2.2.1 Clinical Studies 
Outcome research has typically considered one or more of the following four questions: 
a) Is the approach effective? 
This general question probably occupies the largest proportion of outcome research and 
is self-evidently of critical importance, whether the approach is to be considered for use 
in clinic settings or in schools. Two significant early reports on effectiveness were 
outlined by Miller, Duncan & Hubble (1996). In one of these McKeel (1996), in a review 
of reported studies to that point, cites two in particular as evidence of effectiveness. In 
the first study (Kiser 1988) 65.5% of clients engaged in SFBT achieved the goals, which 
were set during treatment. In the second, in Sweden (Andreas, 1993), 80% of clients 
achieved their goals. This compares favourably, Miller, Duncan & Hubble (op cit) 
suggest, with other psychotherapy outcome studies which: 
... generally report that approximately two thirds of clients accomplish 
significant improvements. ' 
(p. 252) 
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Other researchers (McDonald 1994; De Jong & Hopwood, 1996; Lee 1997) had also 
reported similar results, and in SFBT research the 'two thirds'figure seems generally to 
set the guiding standard for concluding that intervention has achieved a measure of 
'success'. McKeel (1996) also warns, however, that the majority of reported studies had 
involved only small sample sizes (a notable exception being De Jong & Hopwood 
(1996), whose client group involved 275 clients), had used no controls and had 
employed simplistic assessment methods. In fact, most clinical studies tended to rely 
exclusively on a single outcome measure - one, subjective, source of data. Although the 
context of the studies may have made it difficult to access alternative sources of 
information regarding improvement, the possibility of bias in such research cannot be 
easily ruled out. 
The whole issue of appropriate methodology in relation to real life research, in particular 
the question of quantitative versus qualitative paradigms, will be considered further in a 
later chapter on methodology. However, an immediate problem for outcome researchers, 
regardless of paradigm, is that of consistency in the model of intervention employed. The 
flexibility of SFBT, and hence its potential for uniquely tailored intervention, is generally 
regarded as one of its greatest strengths. This freedom generates a dilemma, however, 
especially for those wishing to employ a positivist framework in order to demonstrate the 
general effectiveness of the approach - If the model itself is not clearly defined, how can 
its effectiveness be evaluated? Even within a qualitative research framework, the 
concept of 'replicability' is still viewed (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000) as an important 
issue. Schofield (1993), for instance, suggests that in real life research it is important to 
be able to provide a clear, detailed and in-depth description of methodology so that 
others can decide the extent to which findings from one piece of research can be 
generalised to another situation - the issues of 'comparability' and 'transferability'. Some 
SFBT researchers have suggested a compromise on the matter, so as to allow flexibility 
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in practice but some comparability between studies. This compromise involves defining 
SFBT as including at least a minimum number of predefined elements. Although 
acknowledging that SFBT cannot be determined entirely through a rigid protocol, for 
example, de Shazer & Berg (1997) suggested that the model could only be 
demonstrated to be effective if defined by commonly understood characteristics, which 
might then be subsequently replicated. They proposed that the SFBT process should, of 
necessity, include at least the following components: 
" themiracle question' 
"a scaling question 
"a homework task 
Beyebach, Sanchez, Miguel, Vega, Hernandez & Morejon (2000) used these guidelines 
in their study of intervention over a four-year period in a clinic setting with 83 cases, 
using independent observers in order to complete their first/last session rating 
questionnaires. Consistent with other claims as to the effectiveness of SFBT, over 80% 
of clients reached treatment goals. Accepting these criteria, together with the developing 
European Brief Therapy Association outcome research protocol (later described by 
Beyebach, 2000), Gingerich & Eisengart (11999) also undertook a meta-analysis of what 
they describe as all published outcome research on SFBT up until 1999. In addition to 
the above framework, they also included only those studies, which met further criteria: 
" They employed some form of experimental control 
" Some attempt at objective assessment of client behaviour or functioning (not 
only reported satisfaction) was made. 
" They took into account'end of treatment' or follow-up outcomes 
In all, they found 15 studies which satisfied their criteria and in 13 of these there were 
reports of improved client outcome. A number of outcome measures were used besides 
client self report, including counsellor ratings of client progress, improved scores on 
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various personality and standardised rating scales, and independent observations of 
behaviour. Given the rigour of these studies, compared with other outcome research, the 
results might be seen as quite impressive - with one study (La Fountain & Garner, 1996) 
reporting that 81 % of 311 clients were described by independent observers as having 
attained treatment goals. Again, however, even though careful design criteria were 
applied there was some considerable variation in sample size. In contrast with La 
Fountain, for instance, the research by Franklin, Corcoran, Nowicki & Streeter (1997) 
involved only three subjects but made claim to 'significant' changes on rating scales. 
Ironically, one of the studies which reported no finding of significant effect, by Sundman 
(1997) included 382 subjects - the largest number of subjects in the studies reviewed by 
Gingerich & Eisengart (1999). Taken overall, however, reported research would appear 
to offer some support as to the effectiveness of SFBT. 
b) Is SFBT effective for a range of problem types? 
Despite the apparent contradiction in the idea of relating the effectiveness of an 
approach which has its roots in social constructionism to a 'problem type' or 
psychological characteristic, such questions have nevertheless been addressed in 
outcome research. The studies reported by Gingerich & Eisengart (1999), for example, 
covered a variety of reported 'problems' such as depression, offending, anxiety and drug 
abuse. McKeel's (1999) overview also reports a small number of studies which 
examined the effectiveness of SFBT with specific populations. de Shazer & Isebaert 
(1997), for example, noted a 74% success rate for clients with alcohol problems, and 
Eakes, Walsh, Markowski, Cain & Swanson (1997) achieved similar results with a small 
group of clients with a diagnosis of schizophrenia. Metcalf & Thomas (1994) and 
Beyebach, Sanchez, Miguel, Vega, Hernandez & Morejon (2000) describe SFBT work 
with couples, and an interesting study by Zimmerman, Jacobson, Maclntyre, & Watson 
(1996) used an adaptation of SFBT group work to address parenting issues. 
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Notwithstanding the focus of these studies, however, and the fact that much SFBT 
research has been undertaken in clinic settings, what the work with specific populations 
led to was research in other contexts - including prisons and social services 
departments. Of particular importance to the current study is the fact that some took 
place in schools. These will be reported separately, later in this section. 
q) How brief is SFBT? 
The very term SFBT arose from the evolution and assimilation of approaches espousing 
one or both of two key concepts - that therapy should be solution-focused and that it 
should be, therefore, brief. That it is time efficient is perhaps almost as important as it is 
successful to busy practitioners. The attraction of a brief therapeutic approach which 
achieves results that are at least comparable with long term, resource-consuming 
counselling has been a significant factor in the uptake of SFBT across a range of 
different settings, and a feature which has been emphasised in descriptive literature. 
Indeed, Talmon (1990) has even developed his ultimate version of SFBT, described in 
his work Single Session Therapy. 
Much of the research data about the number of sessions taken to reach client goals is 
noted within reports of 'effectiveness' studies such as those already described. In the 
study by Lee (1997) for example, the average number of sessions taken was 5.5. For 
McDonald (1994) the figure was 3.8 sessions. The De Jong & Hopwood (1996) research 
offers an average of only 2.9 sessions. While these figures provide one indicator as to 
the efficiency of the approach, particularly to those who might otherwise have been 
engaged for protracted periods of time, the measure is simplistic and taken on its own 
could even be misleading. Some researchers do provide additional information. Lee (op 
cit), for instance, notes a standard deviation of 3.5 and thus gives an indication of a 
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range - although this might simply mean that for some clients the therapy was very brief, 
and for others not-so-brief. 
A further complication is that in some clinic based practice, and its reported research, a 
client's failure to return for follow-up sessions is seen as a sign of success as the client is 
assumed to no longer feel the need for help. For others, however, clients' ceasing to 
attend is taken as an indication of dissatisfaction and failure. This discrepancy raises 
what may become critical questions about the reliability of drop-out as a measure of both 
efficiency and effectiveness in studies where the parameters for ending therapy are not 
described, although Lee did attempt to confirm with clients themselves that they were in 
fact satisfied. 
In contrast with this are those studies set in a context where the number of sessions 
available to a client or therapist are extremely limited, and the question focuses not on 
how brief therapy will be but on what can be achieved within a brief period of therapy. In 
answer to this question, a study by Kiser & Nunally (1990), described by McKeel (1996), 
considered success rates in comparison with numbers of sessions attended. Those 
clients who received 3 sessions or fewer had a success rate of 69%, while those who 
attended 4 or more sessions had a success rate of 91%. The significance of this finding, 
even though it stems from only one study and refers to a possible relationship not 
frequently evident in SFBT literature, might be particularly relevant to the typical work 
constraints of an EP in school settings. 
d) Is SFBT more effective than other approaches? 
A small number of research studies had attempted to demonstrate the effectiveness of 
SFBT by comparing it with other approaches. De Jong & Hopwood (1996), for instance, 
found that successful outcomes for the SFBT approach were comparable with other 
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approaches, and because they were achieved in a shorter time, however, SFBT could 
be assumed to be more effective. 
Where possible, comparison studies randomly assigned clients to treatment conditions, 
and then measured outcome by collating evidence from both client self-report and other 
sources. Two such studies are reported by Lindforss & Magnusson (1997), and Litrell, 
Malia & Vanderwood (1995) in which a 'standard' treatment had previously been, or was 
currently, provided against which to compare an SFBT approach. The research of 
Lindforss & Magnusson (op cit), coincidentally cited by Gingerich & Eisengart (1999) as 
an example of a well-designed study, was conducted in a prison setting in Sweden. 
Sixty prisoners were randomly assigned to either an SFBT group or else to an existing 
treatment group. The outcome measure was recidivism, as indicated by rearrest in the 
period after release. After eighteen months, only 14% of the traditional group had not 
been rearrested, against 40% of the SFBT group -a statistically significant difference. 
The study by Litrell, Malia & Vanderwood (op cit) took place in a high school in the USA, 
where SFBT achieved comparable results with the problem-focused counselling 
approach traditionally used, but in a shorter period of time. The study is cited here as an 
illustration of a comparison between two approaches, and offers some further support 
for SFBT as a model of intervention. It is also one example of the way in which positive 
reports on work with adults led to the model being utilised in schools. A wider range of 
examples of work with children/young people, particularly in school settings, is 
described below. 
2.2.2 School Focused Research 
Prior to the outset of the current research study, a small number of studies had been 
reported in which the SFBT approach had been adopted as suitable for use in work with 
children in relation to school based problems. In their meta-analysis, for example, 
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Gingerich & Eisengart (1999) described two small-scale, unpublished studies (both 
coincidentally meeting the EBTA criteria) whose focus was school problems. In the first, 
by Triantafilliou (1997), 12 students aged 10-14 years who had been placed in a 
residential school setting because of 'hyperactivity and oppositional behaviour 
experienced four sessions of counselling using SFBT. Post-test comparison was carried 
out for matched subjects. Outcome measures were student ratings, incident reports and 
the perceived need for use of medication. In the experimental group there was a 65% 
reduction in reported incidents compared with 15% for the control group, who 
experienced what was viewed as 'standard child care'. The second study, by Geil 
(1998), involved 8 elementary school students who exhibited 'externalising' behaviour 
receiving eight sessions of SFBT with a school psychologist. This was a single subject, 
A-13 design and the students were compared with controls who were offered 'behavioural 
and standard consultation'. Notwithstanding the lack of clarity in respect of the control 
treatment, and the small numbers involved, time sampled observation indicated a 
greater level of improvement in the experimental group. 
On a wider scale, and addressing both school and home based problems, Williams 
(2000) describes the successful work of a multi-professional family support centre which 
elected to use SFBT in its work in dealing with schools and families. Lee (1997) reports 
on the work of such a project, where SFBT was used with the families of 59 children 
attending a family support centre in Toronto. A one-group, post-test design was 
employed in which the families were interviewed by telephone after an interval of six 
months following therapy. A success rate of 67 % was noted, achieved in an average of 
5.5 sessions. 
La Fountain & Garner (1996) conducted an equally large-scale study of the effectiveness 
of SFBT, but solely within school settings. The work took place across a number of 
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elementary, middle and high school settings in an area of Pennsylvania. Acting as 
consultants to 68 school counsellors they randomly allocated half to each of a treatment 
and control group. The counsellors in the treatment group then received training in 
solution-focused methods. A total of 177 students subsequently experienced groupwork 
using SFBT, with 134 acting as controls in more traditional groupwork with the remaining 
counsellors. Students were randomly assigned to groups, although some pre-selection 
took place. Each student participated in weekly groups for eight weeks. Three measures 
were used in order to assess the effectiveness of the SFBT groups: 
" Index of Personality Characteristics (IPC, Brown & Coleman 1998), described 
by the researchers as a standardised measure offering information about the 
personal and social adjustment of children, was used as a pre and post-test 
comparison. 
" Students' self report about the extent to which goals were achieved (ratings) 
" Ratings supplied by the counsellors about student behaviour - this was 
based on information ranging from comments made to them about the 
students by teachers to their own judgements about student behaviour during 
the group sessions. 
Despite the researchers' desire to incorporate control groups into their study, the two 
measures relating to achievement of goals were, surprisingly, collated for only their 
experimental group. In all, 91% of the students in the SFBT groups reported progress, 
and 81 % were equally described by the counsellors as having made progress towards 
their goals. This is taken as evidence that the SFBT approach provides a favourable 
context for student goal achievement. Comparison was made between the groups' 
scores on the IPC, with significant and positive differences noted for the SFBT group in 
areas relating to self-esteem and the ability to cope with problems. In terms of its 
relevance to the present study, although this research was school based one critically 
important difference was that students were carefully selected for the study. Those 
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chosen were perceived by teachers and counsellors as most likely to be amenable to 
attempting self-change, to be able to articulate attainable goals, and therefore as likely to 
benefit from involvement. The circumstances surrounding pupil contact with the 
researcher in the present study would be markedly different, with the distinct possibility 
that they might even be resistant to any idea of engagement. 
An example of successful intervention with less carefully selected students across a 
number of schools is provided by Laveman (2000), where counselling was offered to 
adolescents considered to be at 'serious risk' over problems related to school, home and 
family and social life. Although also not based within one particular school, a study by 
Morrison, Olivos, Dominguez, Gomez & Lena (1993) nevertheless describes interesting 
work with students experiencing situations much more comparable to that of present 
concern - exclusion from school and enforced engagement. The study is a further 
example of the work of a multi-disciplinary team, this time with students deemed to have 
failed to respond to 'traditional disciplinary methods' and considered at risk of exclusion. 
Over a period of two years the team worked with 30 referred pupils and their families. Of 
these pupils, 77% either completely reached their objectives or made what was 
described as observable progress towards them, and teacher and/or parent ratings 
generally confirmed the improvements reported by individual pupils. 
In contrast with the extension of SFBT research into schools in the USA, especially the 
relatively large-scale studies covering a number of settings, very little research carried 
out in the UX on SFBT with children and/or in schools had been reported at the time of 
the present study. One notable exception was Wheeler's (1995) evaluation of work in an 
outpatient child mental health setting. Wheeler used a post-hoc caseload outcome 
analysis of information that he had collected as a regular feature of routine practice. He 
compared the outcomes for fifty cases before the point at which he adopted SFBT as his 
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standard practice with the fifty immediately afterwards. Wheeler summarises his results 
as: 
A reduction in the number of cases ending in withdrawal or of clients ceasing to 
attend the clinic. 
A rise in clients reporting successful outcome from 43% to 67%. 
eA drop in the number of cases 'requiring transfer to other resources', i. e. 'referred 
on', from 31 % to 11 % 
His first conclusion highlights a contentious issue among clinical practitioners, which 
continues to have particular relevance to their outcome research. As noted earlier, some 
subscribe to the view that clients' ceasing to attend is an indication of dissatisfaction and 
failure. Others interpret this as a sign of success, with the client assumed to no longer 
feel the need for help. Wheeler assumes the more cautious position, and in doing so 
lends strength to the claims he makes for successful outcome - especially when taken 
together with client self-report. 
Two smaller scale studies involving SFBT with children, but of particular importance in 
the present context, reflect an emerging interest in the approach by EPs, are reported 
by Rhodes (1993) and by Rhodes & Ajmal (1995). In the former, Rhodes describes the 
successful application of SFBT in a school in the London borough of Hackney, in the 
form of a case study involving a five-year-old boy who presented difficult behaviour in 
class. Working in consultation with his teacher, through only two sessions, they were 
able to achieve what they saw as improvement in the situation. Rhodes & Ajmal (op cit) 
adopt a case study framework in order to illustrate their work with parents, teachers and 
individual pupils and cite the flexibility of SFBT as a major strength in this context. 
Finally, in this section on outcome studies, Thorne & Ivens (1999) report on a carefully 
constructed research project involving ten EP's working with six secondary schools in 
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Lewisham over students who had been referred by their schools because of concern 
about behaviour. The context of this study, therefore, closely resembled that of the 
current study although once again an important difference was that the situations were 
not seen as 'critical' and the students were not in immediate danger of exclusion. A 
repeated measures, matched pairs design was employed. Twenty-three pairs were 
generated, matched for age, gender, ethnicity and academic levels. Intervention 
consisted of four interviews of 30/40 minutes each, as follows: 
9 With the student 
" With a key member of staff 
9 With parents/carers 
" All of the above, together 
Ratings were completed by the key staff for both 'target' and 'matched' student, before 
and after the series of interviews. The researchers report significant improvement in 
behaviour in the intervention group compared with the controls, as determined by staff 
ratings. Even though the context of the latter studies again differed from the present 
situation in one or other fundamental respect, they do illustrate the manner in which 
EP's were beginning to explore the use of SFBT. Considered alongside the 
accumulation of reports of successful intervention elsewhere, particularly those involving 
children, these accounts of their work provide an interesting and encouraging indication 
of the potential of the approach as a model for school based casework. 
2.3 Process Research 
Despite the emphasis on outcome studies, of at least equal relevance to the present 
situation was the literature relating to process. If SFBT had shown itself to be a relatively 
effective approach generally, what might be the key components of a SFBT model? This 
section will review literature relating to the specific format and sequences of activity 
within what would generally be held to constitute such a model. Again, clinic based 
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research on particular elements of the model will be considered first although, because 
this was relatively recent at the outset of the current study, the accumulation of process 
evidence had been fairly limited. This will be followed by a comparison of the more 
descriptive accounts of models employed by some of the leading practitioners in school 
based, individually focused, intervention. The key issues for consideration in determining 
a model for use in the present study will be highlighted. 
2.3.1 Clinical Studies 
In a sense, this focus on developing the SFBT process finds itself in conflict with the 
drive towards greater standardisation noted in the first section of this chapter. There has 
been some debate, summarised by O'Connell (1998), about how SFBT research should 
progress. One of the main questions (discussed in the next chapter on the initial model 
adopted in the present study) has been about whether the model should be defined by 
the systematic employment of a relatively fixed sequence of specific elements, lending 
itself to the more positivist research methodology inherent in the EBTA protocol. The 
alternative would be to view SFBT as a flexible approach, driven by immediate client 
need within a broad framework determined by fundamental principles. As noted earlier, 
from its beginnings SFBT had been inherently exploratory and reflective in trying to 
establish 'what works' for an individual client, by evaluating day-to-day experiences in 
order to inform improvement in delivery. The evolution of the model as practised had 
therefore tended more towards the latter position. Nevertheless, a small number of 
studies had attempted to evaluate the relative importance of constituent elements, using 
both qualitative and quantitative methods. This research, again largely clinic based, 
addressed three key aspects. 
The first of these is the initial contact with clients. de Shazer (1985) suggested that it is 
common for clients, in the first session, to be able to describe improvement which has 
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already occurred since the point at which help was requested ('pre-treatment 
improvement'). Utilising such reports in order to explore with clients the means by which 
they have achieved this change has become common practice. McKeel (1996) reports 
on a study undertaken by himself and Weiner-Davis in which more than 60% of clients 
reported improvement in their situations, and Allgood, Parham, Salts & Smith (1995) 
found that almost 40% of clients attending a first session reported improvement. 
Interestingly, Beyebach (1996) suggested a significant relationship between reported 
pre-treatment improvement and eventual outcome. 
0' Hanlon & Weiner-Davis (1989) addressed a form of questioning, 'pre-suppositional 
questions', in which questions are framed in such a way as to tie an assumption of some 
previous success with a presenting problem, even as it is being described. In turn, it is 
suggested, exceptions to the problem can be elicited and personal strengths and 
resources recognised. Weiner-Davis, & Gingerich (1987) report a study in which 20 out 
of 30 clients answered this question by describing examples of recent improvements in 
their presenting problem. 
A second element of clinical process research focused on a particular technique known 
as 'formula first session task' (FFST) de Shazer & Molnar (1984). This involves a 
'homework' task being given to clients, to be undertaken between the first and second 
sessions of therapy. The task might, for example, simply be that clients observe events 
or the behaviour of others that they would like to continue in their lives. de Shazer 
(1985) notes a study in which clients were given the FFST, with 57% of them 
subsequently reporting that their situation was actually better by the second session. 
Jordan & Quinn (1994) also report their research, this time aimed at examining the 
association between FFST and treatment variables. Clients were randomly assigned to 
one of two groups. The first received problem focused treatment which included a 
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homework assignment in which they were to notice and subsequently describe the 
events and reactions of others around the occurrence of identified problems. The second 
group involved SFBT with a FFST. The researchers comment that the latter group were 
significantly more likely to report that their problem had improved, to have greater 
optimism that treatment would succeed, and to describe their first session as a valuable 
and positive experience. 
The third key aspect to have attracted special attention had been, not surprisingly, the 
Miracle Question. This is generally considered to be one of the key elements of the 
SFBT model and is therefore, as already noted, included in the EBTA protocol. McKeel 
(1999) reports a qualitative study by Dine (1995) in which participants in a parental 
support group describe their experiences of interviews which included the use of the 
miracle question. Responses were divided into three categories -'concrete' (e. g. a better 
home), 'relational' (e. g. closer relationships with an individual) and 'affective/emotional' 
(e. g. happier). All participants described themselves as being more hopeful about their 
situation following the use of the miracle question. In respect of how best to utilise the 
miracle question, Nau & Shilts (2000) analysed videotapes of sessions conducted by 
each of four recognised leading SFBT practitioners. They were able to draw tentative 
conclusions about how, and in what circumstances, the technique might be used to 
greatest effect. In direct contradiction with the assumed wisdom on the matter, however, 
Rosenberg (2000) describes work that suggests that the traditional form of miracle 
question is actually of little value to clients who are 'mandated'. This is a term used to 
describe clients who are not actively seeking help but, instead, attend therapy because 
others, in a position of power, have referred them and/or compelled them to do so. The 
standard miracle question, he argues, is actually inappropriate in such cases, because it 
ignores important motivational factors. 
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2.3.2 School Focused Research and Literature 
A number of influential authors have also described the development and application of 
solution focused approaches in their own working practices with children. Some have 
featured group work (Banks 1999; Furman, Ahola, Birn & Terava 1999) while others 
have centred on individual interview. Because of the context of the present study, the 
latter have more relevance here. The approaches have not necessarily emerged from 
systematic research, and there are differences of view in some important areas. A brief 
review of some of the key descriptive accounts is included here because of their 
influence on the increasing use of SFBT with children, and in order to inform an initial 
model for the present study. 
Selekman (1993), for instance, has developed an approach which is essentially solution 
focused but which also draws on methods associated with family systems work, his 
'Solution-Oriented Brief Family Therapy' approach. This is an expansion of the Solution- 
Oriented Therapy model of O'Hanlon & Weiner-Davis (1989), adapted for use with 
difficult adolescents but not restricted to school related problems. Selekman favours a 
flexible, rather than formulaic, model. He proposes guidelines as to a basic sequence in 
therapy, his'Purposeful Systemic Interviewing' but also offers'choice points', allowing 
for the incorporation of individual elements according to immediate need. 
Another important writer and practitioner, whose school based methodology deviates 
from the EBTA notion of a 'pure' SFBT form is Metcalf (1995,1999). Her methods are 
also informed by the model of O'Hanlon & Weiner-Davis (1989), adapted to a school 
setting. In addition, she draws on the narrative ideas of White & Epston (1990) in 
developing her concept of 'Competency Based Conversations', which emphasise the 
importance and power of the language employed in interview and which are designed to 
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help students, as well as parents and teachers, to recognise that they have the personal 
resources for promoting positive change. 
The work of Durrant (1995) was particularly influential in the early introduction of 
solution-focused methods into schools. Durrant proposes a 'Brief Interactional 
Approach'. The approach is underpinned by the view that school problems reflect 
patterns of social interaction, often coincidentally maintained by attempts at solution in 
such a way that they tend to escalate into vicious cycles that reinforce problem-focused 
assumptions on the part of those concerned. Crucially, however, all patterns of problem 
include examples of exceptions, when something different is happening and which can 
offer a lead toward solution. Because of this, it is not necessary to know what the 
problem is. Therapy can be undertaken successfully even when the therapist doesn't 
know the exact nature of the problem, or when there is disagreement about its origins. 
Durrant stresses the importance of 'Assessment of Competence' rather than what he 
regards as the traditional model of in-depth assessment of the problem. This position is 
strongly supported by Sklare (1997), who adds that removing the need for investigation 
of cause also shortens the time needed for counselling overall, an important 
consideration in a school setting. 
In contrast, Murphy (1994,1996,1997,2000) and Murphy & Duncan (1997) argue that 
school referrals are usually made following on from failed attempts to resolve difficulties. 
They suggest that it is important, therefore, to utilise information about such efforts in 
order to understand the students''theory of change'. This includes obtaining information 
specifically about their views on the nature and cause of a problem. Given the social 
constructionist position on a client's perceptions of a problem as 'reality' it should 
similarly be important to incorporate their perceptions of any potential for change within 
a new solution attempt. They do not see this exploration of the problem as undermining 
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the traditional position of the model, since the information obtained should simply help to 
avoid further cycles of failure and at the same time identify strengths, exceptions to the 
problem and circumstances which have previously promoted change. Furthermore, 
despite his seeming disagreement with the need for problem exploration, Durrant's (op 
cit) suggested process for initial assessment nevertheless does include the following 
elements: 
" Describing the problem specifically and behaviourally 
" Describing the interactional sequences around the problem 
" Describing the previously attempted (and failed) solutions 
" Describing the client's 'position', i. e. viewpoint on the problem 
Whether or not a detailed problem description does take place, the search for 
exceptions with children seems to be universally accepted, in much the same way as is 
the case in clinical literature. The manner in which this is translated into action, 
however, appears to be more contested. Durrant (op cit), for example, favours the use 
of strategic intervention on the part of a therapist, employing a range of techniques 
derived from family therapy. Their inclusion in his model reflects the origins of the 
approach in ecosystemic work, with the assumption that a change in one part of the 
system ('doing something different') will inevitably lead to changes elsewhere. Further, 
Durrant believes that the balance of responsibility for change in this situation must lie 
with the professional adult. Both Selekman (1993) and Durrant, therefore, see directive 
intercession on the part of an adult as a fundamental element in their approach. This 
issue of whether a course of action should be prompted through adult guidance, or 
emerge entirely from the ideas of pupils, was considered to be one of the major 
questions for the current study and is returned to in the outline of the initial model in the 
next chapter. Regardless of the basis on which action is generated, however, Sklare 
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(1997) argues that it is simply the clear focus on goal directed activity that makes SFBT 
ideally suited to work in schools. Because of this, his model proposes that clear goals 
are established very early in the interview sequence, without problem exploration, and 
that pupils are then helped to prepare for the real life struggles towards success that 
they are likely to encounter between sessions. 
Before moving on to consider the initial model adopted in the present study, one further 
important aspect of Sklare's work, not widely considered in SFBT literature but of 
potentially critical consequence here, is its clear recognition of the sometimes-difficult 
circumstances surrounding school referrals. He recognises and gives careful 
consideration to work involving 'involuntary' students, suggesting that the real customers 
in such situations are usually parents and/or teachers who want the student to be 
changed. The student is often not committed to the counselling process, and may be 
simply honouring or responding to a request or ultimatum. Murphy & Duncan (1997) also 
argue that students are usually referred because they are the problem, as perceived by 
adults. Very often the adult/teacher's version of the problem, and their desired outcomes, 
drives therapy. It is for this reason that they propose, in direct contrast with Sklare, that 
engaging students by considering the importance of their theories of change - informed 
by problem definition - is crucial to the successful outcome of SFBT intervention in 
schools. 
Finally, at this point it is perhaps worth reflecting on the language used in SFBT, and in 
literature relating to schools. The discourses of schools, as outlined by Zimmerman & 
Beaudoin (2002), set the context for visiting practitioners such as EP's who work to 
support pupils described as presenting or experiencing difficulties. As noted in the last 
chapter, some of the alternative approaches to behavioural intervention - widely 
acknowledged as effective working practice - are founded on an assumed primacy of 
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within-pupil deficit. Much of the SFBT literature reviewed here also includes, perhaps 
unexpectedly, the use of categorical labels and terminology whose origins lie in very 
different discourses from the social constructionist position of SFBT. A number of 
research studies, for instance, report on the effectiveness of SFBT with problem 'types' 
such as 'depression' and 'schizophrenia' - clearly belonging to what might seem an 
incompatible reductionist, medical model. While this is not the place to engage in a 
detailed debate about the potential contradictions inherent in such practice, the issue 
needs to be raised because of the intention in this study of comparing the outcome and 
processes of the current study with findings elsewhere. These language conventions are 
used, therefore, where this is felt to be helpful. 
The use of an SFBT model in schools, as with clinical applications, also requires at the 
very least a co-existence with sometimes-conflicting discourses, and reports of research 
undertaken in a school context will inevitably reflect the language of that institution to 
some extent. The discourse of discipline for instance, according to Zimmerman & 
Beaudoin (op cit), imparts a strong influence on school life and not surprisingly its 
language features in this discussion, along with the labelling terms of current 
government legislation - SEN, Learning Difficulties, EBSD etc. (DfES Code of Practice, 
2001 a). Some of those concepts that had a direct bearing on the study will receive 
further comment in the discussion chapter, later. 
2.4 Summary 
Studies involving SFBT have generally focused on two aspects of the approach. The first 
of these, outcome, concerns the evaluation of its effectiveness as a therapeutic 
approach. The second, process, has looked at technique within the SFBT model with a 
view to improving practice. For outcome studies in particular, there has been a certain 
amount of (continuing) pressure to 'demonstrate' effectiveness in clinical or medical 
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contexts, using a predominantly positivist methodology. This approach, however, 
conflicts with the view (Miller & Dingwall 1997; Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000) that 
such methods are usually inappropriate and in practice can never be adequately applied 
in real life settings. Such a perspective has also led to the use of reductionist terminology 
in research reports and other literature, which appears incompatible with the social 
constructionist paradigm underpinning SFBT. In any event, simplistic outcome studies, it 
can be argued, do not fully address the questions of greatest interest and value to 
practitioners. 
Nevertheless, some 'consumers' of SFBT research remain primarily interested in the 
pursuit of clearly evaluated effectiveness studies, although the whole question of 
measuring success in outcome studies is inevitably problematic. While a few of the early 
studies were in a position to employ multiple methods of data collection these were the 
exception, rather than the rule, and claims to effectiveness are based largely on client 
reports of satisfaction. This is not to suggest that such information has no validity. 
Indeed, a social constructionist viewpoint in relation to a context where clients request 
help would be that there is every reason to see these accounts of satisfaction as the 
most important gauge of effectiveness - and this was precisely the evidence base for the 
whole approach. In other contexts, however, such as those in which clients are not 
actively seeking help, this simplistic measure might be a less reliable indicator. In such 
circumstances, confirmatory evidence of effectiveness based on multiple sources is 
likely to have greater persuasive power, especially against a background of participatory 
and practitioner research. 
Again, on the question of whether or not the approach is in fact brief, the apparently 
straightforward measure of number of sessions taken has also proven to be more 
complicated than might be anticipated, with data presented in research reports 
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frequently unclear. There are certainly indications that the approach might well be brief 
when set against its background origins in long-term psychotherapeutic work, although 
the study suggesting improved outcome with an increase in sessions is also worthy of 
note. 
Even those studies seen as relatively rigorous cannot claim unqualified success. The 
data needs be treated with caution, at the very least because of potential vested interest. 
Inevitably, it is SFBT practitioners themselves who have conducted and reported their 
studies of the approach. In the broader context of their work, these practitioners have 
been striving to develop and actively promote SFBT as a better alternative to more 
'traditional' psychotherapeutic approaches. As such the research literature on outcome 
seems heavily weighted in favour of 'successful' studies providing supportive evidence, 
and the potential for researcher bias needs to be acknowledged. Similarly, the reported 
research is notably lacking in discrepant case analysis. Given that, even where claims 
are made for overall success, for instance, there are often significant proportions (e. g. 
30/40% - although the actual numbers can be quite small) of clients who do not achieve 
desired outcome this seems to be a notable omission. The threat of bias as a 
consequence of selecting data simply to fit a preconceived or ideal concept is something 
against which Silverman (11993) warns. Maxwell (1992) also emphasises the ethics of 
'truth' in research, and a lack of account for unsuccessful outcome invites questions 
about the possibility of selective reporting and, therefore, of validity. Despite the 
problems of design and reporting, however, some outcome studies do offer encouraging 
results, as illustrated in particular in the review by Gingerich & Eisengart (11999). Some 
have also attempted to address the question of validity by taking key factors into 
account, such as the detailed description of methodology, triangulation of data and, 
where possible, use of controls. It would seem reasonable, therefore, to accept that 
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SFBT can be a relatively effective therapeutic approach, and it has certainly been 
applied across a wide range of settings. 
Of at least equal importance to the question of outcome, especially for practitioners, are 
those relating to process, and to the ongoing refinement and development of the model 
within specific contexts. A number of important issues have been noted in this review of 
literature. Perhaps the most fundamental is whether the SFBT model should be flexible, 
with elements and techniques introduced in response to individual need, or else follow a 
more fixed pattern as recommended in the EBTA protocol and evidenced in much of the 
outcome research. Whichever approach is adopted, a further question concerns those 
elements that might be critical, if any. Goal setting and the use of scaling, for example, 
are generally recognised within research and descriptive literature as being central 
elements of SFBT. In contrast, research suggesting that the miracle question (arguably 
one of the defining characteristics of the approach) can actually be unhelpful is a direct 
challenge to widely held beliefs about its importance. 
This review of literature has also referred to the fact that there is some disparity about 
other, fairly key, elements. Disagreement about whether or not to include 'tasks', for 
instance is clearly reflected in the descriptive accounts of child-focused models. It may of 
course be more helpful to consider no element as being necessarily crucial, but instead 
to shape patterns of engagement according to immediate need within a broad 
framework. It might even be prudent to maintain a willingness to incorporate techniques 
not normally associated with SFBT in its more popular format, as with the model 
proposed by Sagesse & Foley (2000) that offers alternative routes within a solution 
oriented framework. The inclusion of an opportunity to engage in extended problem talk, 
for example, would be viewed as a notable deviation from typical SFBT practice by many 
researchers and practitioners -with the potential to impede the generation of solutions. 
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On the other hand, in a situation where children are 'referred' by adults rather than 
volunteer themselves it might be counter productive to deny them an opportunity to 
present their own perspective on the nature of problems. Such arrangements for initial 
contact with pupils are acknowledged in some school-based literature, as are the 
difficulties of engagement inherent under them, and these were precisely the context of 
the present study. Importantly, they reflect conditions under which an EP might 
commonly expect to work. 
Despite a growing interest in the approach by EP's, however, very little research on the 
use of SFBT with children and/or in schools in the U. K. had actually been reported prior 
to the current study. The small number of studies reported, by EP's and others, did seem 
to offer some grounds for optimism that the approach could actually be adapted to the 
current setting. Significantly, however, they all differed in some important contextual 
feature from those in which the present researcher would operate. Firstly, although some 
studies took place in U. K. comprehensive schools, none reported work with referred 
pupils, or pupils who were not pre-selected on the basis of likely cooperation. The pupils 
in these studies were not drawn from a population experiencing longstanding or extreme 
difficulties, unlike the probable group here. Secondly, where research had been 
undertaken by EP's, special adjustments to school systems had been negotiated 
beforehand. The reports give little indication of subsequent organisational difficulties. 
The present research would need to be set almost entirely within existing school 
systems. Compatibility, therefore, could not be assumed. 
Finally, the models for individual intervention employed were fixed and predetermined, 
as variables within a research study. In contrast, the situation for the researcher here 
was that successful outcome for individual pupils must be the sole aim of intervention, 
with the research aspect a secondary consideration. Flexibility in the model would need 
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to be permitted, as circumstances dictated. This did not mean that the SFBT model 
employed should be entirely ad hoc. An initial model could be drawn up on the basis of 
the literature reviewed here, but taking into account parameters set by the situation, and 
the model developed and refined through the course of intervention. This initial model, 
and the rationale underpinning it, will now be described in the chapter which follows. 
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3. The Initial Model 
The initial SFBT model of individual intervention adopted for this study will now be 
outlined. The model describes the intended structure and sequence at the outset of the 
study. In keeping with SFBT principles, it seemed important that the model should be 
evidence-based. Its format is therefore influenced by the conclusions of reported process 
research, and from the experiences reported in the body of literature of recognised 
practitioners. The model was also informed by the boundaries and demands of the 
context in which the research took place. 
Before setting out the details of the model, a number of explanatory points should be 
made. The first is that the intention here was to develop a model that would be efficient 
as well as effective. An underlying principle, therefore, was the hypothesis noted earlier 
that the introduction of change into one part of an ecosystem can produce change 
elsewhere. This being the case, it ought to be possible to effect change by working 
exclusively with the pupils themselves. The second point, based on the SFBT principle 
that individuals should be assumed to posses the resources for change, was that all 
change should be pupil directed. A decision was made, therefore, that the concept of 
'tasks', set by the researcher, would be excluded from the model. Thirdly, the point has 
already been made that the model should be flexible, and responsive to need, rather 
than formulaic. The present study was an attempt to develop a model relevant to the 
context, not to evaluate an imported model appropriate to other circumstances. 
Nevertheless, the model comprised a basic structure which could be reviewed in the light 
of experience and adjusted accordingly, and against which patterns of intervention could 
be compared for individuals. 
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The place of the following interview schedule within the overall procedures of the study 
will be described in the next chapter, Methodology. The model here relates specifically 
to 
a proposed sequence to be used in sessions with individual pupils, described in order. 
The first and subsequent sessions are considered separately in order to provide some 
methodological structure, and to reflect apparently distinct phases in the process 
suggested in literature. The opening section of this chapter, therefore, focuses on the 
processes of the first session or interview with pupils. The second section deals with the 
planned sequences for subsequent sessions. Although this chapter describes details of 
the expected sequence covering the whole period of intervention, it was also anticipated 
that there would be some variation between sessions, dependent upon the progress of 
each individual case study. Sessions might not always include all of the elements 
described below, the sequence of presentation might vary, and certain elements might 
be omitted if this seemed to be in the best interests of pupils. Equally, it seemed 
inevitable that there would be setbacks, or unforeseen events, and these would need to 
be accommodated. Regardless of the stage of intervention, of course, the techniques of 
questioning and interaction are derived from fundamental SFBT principles and underpin 
the whole model. They would therefore be pertinent to every stage and employed 
throughout intervention. 
3.1 First Session 
The initial model proposed the following sequence: 
Problem-free Talk 
Sklare (1997) gives problem-free talk, the establishment of rapport through informal and 
non-threatening conversation, relatively little attention and sees it simply as a short 
social exchange in order to 'break the ice". George, Iveson & Ratner (1990), on the other 
hand, suggest that it is particularly important to incorporate problem-free talk into a first 
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session, not only because it helps build rapport but also as it fulfils a social expectation 
which encourages clients to feel at ease in an artificial situation. Even so, they believe 
that this phase should be limited and seen as an opportunity to collect information about 
client strengths and the successful areas of their lives. 
Based on their research into factors common to all successful therapeutic intervention 
Miller & Duncan (2000) put forward a much stronger case for the importance of rapport, 
suggesting that as much as 30% of all successful outcome variance can actually be 
accounted for by relationship factors such as caring, empathy and acceptance. If this 
perception of the alliance with the therapist can be so important with clients generally, 
then the importance to pupils who frequently find themselves at odds with adults at 
school might be even more critical. Their potential need for emotional support, and 
perhaps advocacy, is a matter that could not be ignored by a practitioner researcher. 
Such pupils - often involuntary and possibly resentful at being pushed into meeting the 
researcher - were likely to present as guarded, defensive, anxious and suspicious of 
adults they perceived as representing 'authority'. It seemed particularly important in this 
context therefore to spend some time reassuring, explaining and building up trust. 
Problem Definition 
While there is a clear emphasis on 'solution talk' in SFBT, Murphy & Duncan (1997) also 
see the first interview process as important in validating pupils' experience of the 
problem. It legitimises their concerns, acknowledges their efforts and demonstrates a 
belief in pupils and in their ability to resolve the problem. Durrant (1995), although noting 
the importance of describing the interactional sequences in a pattern of behaviour, warns 
that the act of asking questions about the history of the problem also has the potential to 
reinforce a focus on the problem and encourage a 'big problem' perspective. Selekman's 
(1993) work with adolescents, however, leads him to believe that in many cases there is 
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a very strong need for clients to talk about the problem and that they typically do not 
respond well to solution focused questioning alone. 
Murphy & Duncan (1997) argue that it is important to discuss the problem, but in a 
purposeful way. They suggest that it is actually vital to ascertain pupils' 'theory of 
change'- based on their perceptions of the nature of the problem, of the manner in which 
this situation constitutes a problem, and of their experiences of previous attempts at 
solution. This systematic exploration of the pupil's perception of the world is important, 
as the eventual solutions will arise directly from this construct rather than from therapist 
advice. Given that, by definition, the pupils referred in this study would all have 
experienced some form of previous 'intervention', it seemed important to take the 
opportunity to explore pupils'theory of change here. Further, it might also be the case 
that the pupils concerned would have had a very different understanding of the referred 
problem from that of the teachers making the referral. It seemed important therefore to 
attempt to gain some appreciation of how pupils viewed a situation, but with a view to 
helping them decide what to do about a problem rather than discover why the situation 
had arisen and in a way that should help them retain control of that action. In addition, an 
effective model which did not require the researcher to use up time in meetings with 
teachers as well as with pupils might later be attractive to school personnel looking for 
more helpful ways of working with pupils. At the same time, information was still to be 
sought from teachers about the nature of problems as one aspect of measuring change. 
This information would be available to use with pupils if this seemed helpful. 
Goal Setting 
Murphy & Duncan (1997) make the following statement about determining overall goals: 
'What teachers, parents and students want (from intervention) may be the 
single most important piece of information that can be obtained. ' p 34 
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On the face of things, checking out what is wanted might be a fairly straightforward 
process, and the clinical studies with self-referred cases seem to confirm this. Overall 
goals are typically agreed as a result of initial questions such as: 
" 'What is the reason you have come to see meT 
" 'What will have to happen as a result of you coming here that will tell you that you no 
longer need to see meT 
The researcher's previous experience in this school, however, indicated that there was 
often a great deal of confusion over the issue in the circumstances in which pupils were 
brought to his attention by teachers. Furthermore, in order to even begin to set goals, 
pupils would need to be motivated to cooperate with the interview procedures being 
proposed by the researcher. This motivation, or the sometimes-apparent lack of it in 
work with involuntary pupils, is something which would need to be taken into account in 
the initial model. Both Sklare (1997) and Durrant (1995) stress the need to consider the 
position of a pupil in relation to a particular problem along the visitor-customer dimension 
(de Shazer 1985). They suggest that referred pupils often present as lacking in 
motivation, and understandably so. If a pupil is to become actively engaged in solution 
building then this can only be achieved through his/her assuming the customer 
viewpoint, and wanting to do something about what they perceive as the 'problem'. 
Sklare (op cit) offers a number of practical techniques which he claims can be helpful in 
encouraging confused or reluctant pupils to become motivated to set what he calls 
overall goals at this point. He also suggests ways of helping turn negative goals, e. g. 'To 
stop getting into trouble' into positive and achievable targets. Sklare stresses the critical 
importance of establishing clear, well defined goals if intervention is to be effective. 
Indeed, he suggests, the identification of clear goals in the first session is the best single 
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predictor of effective outcome in therapy. Further, the more concrete and behaviourally 
specific the goals the quicker the pupils make progress because describing desired 
behaviours for them enables them to envision what is possible for them. The goals 
should be stated as the presence of a behaviour, he argues, and they should also be 
framed as a pupil's responsibility (What will you be doing? '). 
The clear setting of goals seemed then, on the basis of others' work in schools, to be a 
crucial element for inclusion in an initial model for this research study. Hopefully, of 
course, taking account of a pupil's views in setting targets should represent little 
difference from the already established practice of the researcher. What was different 
with this SFBT model, however, was that targets would be determined solely on pupil 
perceptions of a problem and on their desired outcomes - regardless of the views of 
teachers. On this latter point Murphy & Duncan (1997) make the observation that what 
pupils really want out of intervention is often either assumed or overlooked. Indeed, they 
propose that practitioners' inattention to the pupils' desires and/or the 'theoretical 
imposition' of pupils' goals by adults is frequently the cause of 'intervention failure'. 
Miracle Question 
As noted earlier this technique features almost universally in descriptions of SFBT, and 
is considered a defining element by the EBTA protocol. In perhaps its standard form the 
miracle question is phrased 
'Suppose when you go to sleep tonight a miracle happens and the 
problems that brought you here today are solved. But since you are 
asleep, you don't know the miracle has happened until you wake up 
tomorrow. What will be different tomorrow that will tell you that the 
miracle has happenedT 
(de Shazer, 1988, p. 94) 
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The main claim for this technique is that it enables clients, who might previously have 
been immersed in problem details, to visualise how an ideal solution might look and to 
be able to describe the hypothetical situation in detail. Sklare (1997) sees the use of the 
miracle question with pupils as very important, and as a major route to helping them 
establish meaningful goals. He believes that it magnifies and expresses 'minute 
glimpses' of solutions, which are not always apparent, particularly with children. Although 
he acknowledges that troubled school pupils can often respond to the question with 
negative or non-specific replies, he also believes that techniques can be utilised to help 
rephrase and reshape responses into descriptions of potentially positive outcomes. 
While Sklare and many others see the miracle question as one of the core elements of 
SFBT, some doubts have nevertheless been expressed as to its importance. Rosenberg 
(2000). Murphy & Duncan (1997) describe it simply as a possible prompt for helping 
pupils to clarify goals rather than as a critical feature. As with the 'change focused 
therapy'of Miller, Hubble & Duncan (1996) and Miller, Duncan & Hubble (1997) they 
place emphasis on the need to identify a picture which represents a potential solution but 
do not view the miracle question as being necessarily essential to this process. The 
critical factor is the constructed picture. The means to achieving this, for them, can 
simply be the identification of 'exceptions' (below) with or without the use of the miracle 
question. 
On balance it was decided that, for the purposes of this study, the miracle question 
should be incorporated into the initial model, partly because its importance to the 
majority of leading practitioners and also because it might make comparison with other 
studies more feasible. 
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Exceptions 
The identification of exceptions is another technique which is generally accepted as 
fundamental to SFBT, usually used in conjunction with the miracle question. The 
premise on which the utilisation of exceptions is based is that asking clients about times 
when a problem isn't a problem, or is less so, is usually more helpful than asking about 
the times when it is. The purpose of this is to discover when, and in what ways, the 
solution is already in action so that a client might'do more of what works'. It is assumed 
to be easier to build on what is already going well than it is to 'fix' what is going badly. 
Sklare (1997) proposes that once a hypothetical picture of success has been developed 
and magnified through the miracle question, the next step is to look for instances when 
some facet of pupils' miracles has already happened - when some aspect of the pupils' 
goals are being attained or when the problem is less severe or absent altogether. This 
acknowledging and reinforcing of instances when the pupils' behaviour has led to 
success should help them recognise their own resources, responsibilities and strengths. 
In addition, it offers an experience of feeling empowered to change things. This process 
is typically ignored in problem focused approaches, according to Sklare, who holds a 
firm belief that all pupils experience times when they are being successful or not 
encountering the identified problem, even when their immediate perceptions suggest 
otherwise. As de Shazer (1991) also notes in his clinical work, 
' Even for the client, times when the problem is absent are 
dismissed as trivial or even remain completely unseen, hidden 
from the client's view' 
(P. 58) 
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In relation to school settings, Sklare (op cit) suggests a search for one class, for 
instance, in which a pupil is achieving followed by reflection on how the pupil is making 
this happen. Such an approach seemed very much appropriate to the present setting, 
where the implications of the researcher's previous experiences in the school were that 
pupils might well be described as 'problems' by referring teachers but actually be 
described in contrary terms by others. Typically, however, the only views presented were 
those of staff experiencing difficulties, with positive comments not heard or sought. At 
this point in contact with pupils, however, the aim was to help them identify situations 
which they might recognise as being more successful than others, consider the nature of 
the differences between them, and ultimately move towards reproducing their personal 
successes more widely. Certainly, the views of pupils on areas of success were unlikely 
to be overtly represented by referring teachers. It was critically important, therefore, to 
help them identify situations which they might recognise as relatively successful. Once 
defined, they would then be in a position to consider the nature of the differences 
between them, and ultimately move towards reproducing their personal successes more 
widely. 
In order to promote some degree of consistency in what seemed likely to be a critical 
stage in the model, and because its structure should coincidentally facilitate comparative 
analysis, it was decided to address the exploration of exceptions using three techniques 
from Murphy & Duncan's'5 E method'(1997), as follows: 
Eliciting - This refers to the process already described, whereby exceptions are 
initially agreed. Murphy & Duncan suggest that it is common for those involved in 
school problems to view them as constant and unchanging and so it is seen as 
important to be prepared to spend some time on this identification process. The 
language used throughout the exploration of exceptions is seen to be particularly 
influential, and at this stage an open form of questioning is suggested, such as 
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'Tell me about a time when ..... has already happened' 
'When did a small part of it happenT 
'How close have you come to.. 7 
9 Elaborating - As with the miracle question, the elaboration of detailed descriptions 
of exceptions through the prompting and probing of the therapist is seen to help a 
pupil recognise the circumstances and those aspects of behaviour which contribute 
to the success. de Shazer's (1991) 'What else.. 7 characterises the routine. This 
careful and comprehensive analysis of the 'picture', noting the features of success, 
helps make the vision more concrete for the pupil and at the same time intensifies 
the feelings of achievement and realism. 
* Empowering - Helping pupils to own the exception is considered to be one of the 
keys to successful outcome. Murphy & Duncan (1997) stress the importance of 
pupils believing that they have the resources with which to influence and exert control 
over situations that they would like to change, commenting that the reverse 
perception is often the case in pupils who find themselves at odds with the school 
institution. Using phrases such as 
'How do/did you manage to do that .... in a particular lessonT 
'What did you do differently that timeT 
encourages pupils to appreciate that they can influence a pattern of interaction, and 
promotes understanding of how they might do this. Helping pupils to explore 
exceptions in this way, and acknowledging and praising their achievement, also 
demonstrates a clear belief by an adult in the pupils' resources and strengths. 
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Scaling 
Scaling was employed in this study both as an element of the intervention itself, and as a 
means of obtaining a measure of change. Scaling represents Murphy & Duncan's (1997) 
fourth E- Evaluation. They see the use of simple rating scales in first sessions with 
pupils as further highlighting and emphasising exceptions, as well as providing a 
baseline measure. In subsequent sessions it enables pupils to determine where they are 
in terms of goals they have set. Scaling questions in a first session would usually take 
the form: 
'On a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 means how you want things to be and 0 
means the worst things have been, where would you say you are now? ' 
The answers to scaling questions are completely self-referenced and do not relate to 
external criteria, although their value as one measure of effectiveness was considered 
important here. 
Action Planning 
This final phase of the first session was intended to determine small, manageable and 
realistic steps towards the identified overall target. Sklare (1997) refers to 'goaling', and 
Murphy & Duncan (op cit) to their fifth E- the Expanding of exceptions, either in terms of 
frequency or extent. Again, the idea of describing and elaborating a 'picture' of this next 
step towards solution is stressed, utilising the scales with questions such as 
'If you are now at 4 on the scale, what would 5 look like? What would you be 
doing? What would your teacher be doing? ' 
Once this is established the next question becomes 
'What will you need to do to get to 5? How can you get thereT 
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The emphasis here is on pupils identifying and developing strategies which they control 
and can employ as they work towards targets which they themselves have set. This 
might involve 'doing more of what works', or'doing something different. ' Although in a 
sense these became between-session tasks they were not of the type described earlier 
in relation to systemic clinical practice, in which they are determined by the therapist and 
therefore represent a form of directed intervention. The tasks here were generated 
entirely by the pupils, in the form of their own action plan. 
Having agreed strategies to try, the final step was to be what Sklare (op cit) describes as 
'Identifying and Overcoming Obstacles to Success'. This involves acknowledging that 
circumstances or events beyond the pupil's control might act against the next step being 
achieved, or at least make it difficult to attain, and attempting to recognise what they 
might be. Once these potential obstacles have been identified, further planning or 
rehearsal of strategies to overcome them can take place. 
3.2 Subsequent Sessions 
The anticipated structure of the model beyond the initial interview, up to the point of 
disengagement, relies primarily on the work of Sklare (op cit). He uses the acronym 
'EARS'to describe what he considers a regular and predictable sequence: 
Eliciting what is better or different, identifying signs of success or improvement 
since the first or previous session. 
Amplifying, a process similar to Murphy& Duncan's (1997) elaborating in which 
the details of improvement or change are described in detail. In addition, 
however, the notion of 'reciprocity' is introduced at this stage. This involves a 
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systemic consideration of any noted effects of planned changes in the pupils' 
behaviour on the behaviour of others, for example teachers. Although insight is 
generally agreed not to be a prerequisite for successful outcome with SFBT it is 
anticipated that pupils might begin to develop a greater appreciation of the effects 
that their own behaviour can have upon others and on interactions with them. 
Reinforcing, a parallel of empowering or emphasising the role of the pupil in 
achieving change, by using questions such as 
" 'How did you do manage to do that? ' 
" 'What was different that timeT 
The importance of empowering at this stage is stressed by Lambert & Bergen 
(1994), who found a strong correlation between the maintenance of change and 
the extent to which clients attributed this change to their own efforts. de Shazer's 
(1991) preferred term for this is 'blaming the client. ' Sklare (1997) also refers to 
such questions as 'mind mapping' because of the intention of helping pupils to 
'see'what they have achieved and how they have done this, which then 
encourages them to feel more able to take control of their own situations. 
9 Starting over again, checking for other signs of change -'What else is different? ' 
Scaling which, as already noted, provides a means of rating progress towards 
targets. 
Following on from this sequence the process should then revert to Action Planning, a 
feature common to every interview, before concluding with an arrangement to meet 
again. 
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3.3 Summary 
The initial model proposed at the outset of this research study was characterized by a 
number of key features: 
"A flexible approach would be employed, rather than a rigid and formulaic structure. 
" Intervention should involve only the pupils. 
" Pupils would determine all action; the researcher would not introduce tasks. 
s Problem talk would not be ruled out. 
9 Pupils' theories of change would be investigated. 
9 Goal setting, the miracle question, exception finding, scaling and action planning 
would be included, as well established SFBT techniques. 
The chapter that now follows outlines the overarching research methodology, and the 
place of the interview schedule which is embodied in the above model will be set out. 
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4. Methodology 
4.1 Research Questions 
The literature review concluded that there were three important factors relevant to the 
present situation that had not previously been addressed by SFBT research undertaken 
in schools in the U. K. These were 
9 the models used had tended to be formulaic and predetermined 
* the pupils involved were not perceived as presenting extreme difficulties 
9 the compatibility of SFBT with regular school systems. 
These issues, therefore, formed the basis of the research questions (Outcome and 
Process) for the present study: 
a) What might constitute the most appropriate, but flexible, SFBT model for use in 
supporting pupils who have experienced exclusions from school (Process)? 
b) Could the situations in which these pupils found themselves be improved, and further 
exclusions prevented, using individual interview sessions (Outcome)? 
c) To what extent would such a model be compatible with existing school systems and 
organisation, and with typical educational psychology service delivery (Process)? 
The present study therefore represented an attempt to simultaneously develop and 
evaluate a SFBT model, in this unique setting. 
56 
4.2 Research Design 
This section will consider factors felt to be pertinent to decision making about the 
research design adopted for the present study. The appropriateness of a qualitative 
paradigm will be discussed first, followed by consideration of the potential value of the 
Action Research model in particular. 
4.2.1 Qualitative Paradigm 
As noted already, a major issue in SFBT research has been the question of appropriate 
methodology. Because a large proportion of SFBT studies have been strongly influenced 
by their context in the medical world, with its associated positivist research framework, 
this has restricted the extent of research into process. It has even left some lack of 
confidence among researchers themselves about the validity of outcome studies 
undertaken within what are, inevitably, poor approximations to experimental design. A 
parallel is drawn by McLeod (2001) who is critical of the fact that counselling research 
generally has largely been driven by the pressure to build up legitimacy through the 
evaluation of clinical effectiveness. Such research has been dominated by the methods 
of inquiry used within disciplines such as psychiatry, including diagnostic categories and 
experimental design. He cites the adoption by the National Health Service in Britain of a 
policy of 'evidence-based treatment' and clinical trials (Roland & Goss, 2000), even in 
the mental health field, in support of this claim. This positivist framework encourages a 
view of the client as 'ill' and as a passive recipient of 'treatment'. 
In a similar vein, but from the perspective of educational settings, Cohen, Manion & 
Morrison (2000) argue that the true purpose of the study of 'social reality' is to attempt to 
understand the way in which individuals create, modify and interpret the world in which 
they find themselves. Positivism, they suggest, wrongly finds itself regarding human 
behaviour as passive, determined and controlled. The more researchers attempt to 
control and simplify variables, the more trivial and unreal the findings become, with little 
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relevance for practitioners. Hammersley (1993) has also highlights what he sees as the 
irrelevance of conventional research methods to educational issues, and their lack of 
validity in the classroom. Silverman (1997) likewise argues that studies conducted in real 
life situations will inevitably be fluid and changing rather than reflect the more static and 
controlled conditions of the laboratory. The school in which the present study was to be 
conducted, a complex and evolving institution with significant changes in organisation 
actually being implemented during the period of study, was certainly an example of an 
unpredictable setting. 
Aside from the dynamics of the setting itself, other particular features of the present 
study illustrate the inappropriateness of the quantitative research paradigm. One of the 
most pressing was, perhaps, simply the actual definition and measurement of a concept 
of 'behaviour'. Guba & Lincoln (1994) question any notion of 'ontological objectivity' in 
connection with human interaction, asserting that 
'People's constructions are not more or less "true" in any sense' (P. 10) 
Within the context of a complex organisation such as a secondary school, with almost 
one hundred teachers and one and a half thousand pupils, there was the potential for 
immense variation in perceptions - dependent on factors such as individuals' own 
values, experiences and expectations. Compounding this was the fact that perceived 
behaviour would then be subjected to interpretation, not only in terms of visible action 
but also against a judgemental frame of reference - personal, institutional and cultural. 
Silverman (1997) refers to the need to attend to this social construction of meaning in 
real life studies, rather than view the social world as if it were a hard, external and 
objective reality. SFBT, importantly, assumes precisely this stance and an appropriate 
research paradigm would need to reflect the position, even in the evaluation of outcome. 
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A further issue for the current study was that the proposed intervention was not to be a 
rigid procedure, applied consistently across all cases irrespective of individual pupil 
differences or circumstance. A view does exist among some SFBT researchers, referred 
to already and represented in the EBTA protocol for instance, that studies lack validity 
unless certain key model components are present -a position strongly refuted by 
McLeod (2001). The initial model as outlined would require an alternative approach to 
research, but was felt to be a more faithful reflection of the fundamental principles that 
should underpin practice. Here, the specific details of operation were to be determined 
by the ongoing and immediate needs of the pupils and their situations in school. As a 
consequence the particular elements to be included, or their sequence of presentation, 
might be markedly different for individual pupils. 
Even though the researcher might be actively involved in shaping the intervention 
process, however, account would still need to be taken of other factors influencing 
outcome. Given the circumstances of this study - pupils and teachers experiencing 
genuine, immediate and distressing difficulties - the idea of even attempting to establish 
control groups who might receive no intervention, and therefore no support, would be 
unethical and professionally irresponsible. While an alternative, the use of a comparison 
group might have been considered (particularly in view of the EBTA position) this would 
have been impractical because of numbers. Extending still further beyond the research 
design, are what Verma & Mallick (1999) refer to as 'intervening ' and 'extraneous' 
variables, which they believe can have a hidden but significant impact on measured 
outcomes in educational research. In a situation where each individual pupil might be 
taught by ten or more different teachers, a researcher would be powerless to eliminate 
the effects of, for example, social and environmental influences on behaviour within 
school boundaries, let alone from outside. Even the researcher himself would not be 
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disengaged from the ongoing processes of interaction -a situation directly at odds with 
the notion of experimental impartiality. 
An alternative to inappropriate, and ultimately futile, attempts to impose artificial 
experimental constraints on social situations is the employment of a methodology more 
consistent with the needs of both researcher and researched. Qualitative inquiry (Carr & 
Kemmis, 1983; Coffey & Coffey, 1996; Scott & Usher, 1999) offers such a framework, 
and is described by Denzin & Lincoln (1994) as 
'.. involving an interpretative, naturalistic approach to its subject matter. ' 
and as 
I attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings 
people bring to them. ' (p. 2) 
Rather them than fit the concern to a rigid methodology, they suggest that qualitative 
researchers should use whatever methods appear to be most relevant for answering the 
questions arising from the context in which they are located, an approach described by 
Goss & Mearns (1997) as 'methodological pluralism' or'mixed methods'. Eisner (1998) 
agrees that qualitative inquiry should be multi-method in focus, and does not rule out the 
use of quantification if this is the most appropriate means of describing the important 
aspects of a situation. He also outlines what he considers the six most important 
features of good qualitative study: 
0 It is field focused. 
0 It employs the self as the instrument that engages the situation and makes sense 
of it. 
0 It involves interpretation by the researcher and those involved in a situation in 
describing and meaning to experiences. 
9 Expressive language is used, reflecting personal feeling, presence and empathy. 
60 
Attention is given to particulars rather than to establishing or demonstrating 
general relationships. 
It becomes believable because of its coherence, insight and Instrumental utility - 
its aim is persuasion rather than demonstrable significance. 
Further criteria for judging qualitative research are provided by Mertens (1998), in her 
comparison with those of quantitative methodology. She proposes (after Guba & Lincoln, 
1989) the following dimensions: 
9 Credibility (replacing the concept of internal validity) - Credibility aims to 
demonstrate that the inquiry has been undertaken in a manner which ensured 
that the subject of the study was accurately identified and described. Credibility is 
enhanced by features such as: negative case analysis; researchers monitoring 
their own developing constructions through the use of diaries; triangulation of 
data showing consistency of evidence across multiple sources. 
Transferability (corresponding to external validity or generalisability) - Bloor 
(1997) suggests that one of the principle reasons why validation in the study of 
human behaviour is an inappropriate pursuit is that it cannot be achieved through 
subsequent replication is that identical social circumstances can never be 
recreated. Instead, Mertens (op cit) argues, it is the researcher's responsibility to 
provide sufficient detail to enable the reader to make a judgement about similarity 
and or the potential for transfer to their own setting. This requires extensive and 
carefully set out detail, using such techniques as 'thick description' and 
purposive sampling' (Schofield, 1993). 
Reliability - Within a positivist paradigm this means stability over time. With a 
constructivist framework change is expected, but should be well-documented and 
publicly inspectable. 
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9 Dependability- It should be possible to track qualitative data to its sources, and 
the logic used to interpret the data made explicit. 
Authenticity - This refers to the importance of presenting a balanced view of all 
perspectives. 
As Silverman (1997) asserts, then, the use of qualitative methodology as the most 
suitable means of studying the complexities of a real life situation does not rule out 
objectivity and rigour, determined by the purposes of the research. Silverman believes 
that what is important is integrity, and that the standard for qualitative studies should be 
the standard for any good research - namely that researchers demonstrate what they 
claim and that the research problem tackled has theoretical and/or practical significance. 
Given the general appropriateness of a qualitative paradigm in the study of human 
interaction, the next question becomes one of determining a framework consistent with 
the research questions of concern, and their context. In the particular context of 
education, Verma & Mallick (1999) make the distinction between what they call 'basic' 
and 'applied' research. The former m ight have no direct practical relevance but applied 
research, by contrast, is often designed to solve specific problems or to provide 
information of immediate use. They see two of the major methodologies of applied 
educational investigation as being action research and evaluative research. In fact, the 
research questions set out at the beginning of this chapter involve two parallel 
components, outcome and process. McLeod (2001) uses the terms 'verification' and 
'discovery' in respect of studies aimed at simultaneous evaluative but explorative 
development of approaches to intervention with individuals. Action research, according 
to Altrichter, Posch & Somekh (1993) provides a framework which is particularly suited to 
accommodating such dual foci in an applied educational setting, and was the framework 
chosen to guide the present study. Its main features are set out below. 
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4.2.2 Action Research 
Action research is frequently employed in school settings with a view to increasing 
professional understanding and, at the same time, improving the immediate experiences 
of pupils. The research and action processes are integrated and, because of this, the 
approach is often utilised by practitioner researchers. Kemmis & McTaggert (1988), 
Taylor (1994) and Kemmis (1993) argue that it is an essential characteristic of action 
research that it provides a way of working which links theory and practice - what they 
term 'ideas in action'. McNiff (1988) also acknowledges the dual aims of action research 
in suggesting that it is pursued out of an immediate desire or need to improve 
educational knowledge and practices. Elliott (1991) describes action research as 
'Ahe study of a social situation with a view to improving the quality of 
action within it ..... the validity of the 'theories' or hypotheses it generates 
depends not so much on 'scientific' tests of truth, as on their usefulness 
in helping people to act more intelligently and skilfully. In action research 
"theories" are not validated independently and then applied to practice. 
They are validated through practice. ' 
(p. 6) 
In defining action research in this way, Elliott clearly stresses that it does not represent 
the Positivist view of research but emphasises the relevance of its intention to real life 
situations. He also alludes to the importance of systematic and self-evaluative inquiry 
and the build up of a body of knowledge, even if its development follows a narrow and 
situational focus. The framework has been successfully employed by EP's working 
circumstances similar to the conditions of the present study, illustrated for example by 
Burden (1997). 
The general features of action research as applied in an educational setting are 
summarised by Altrichter, Posch & Somekh (1993): 
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* Action research is carried out by people directly concerned with the social situation 
that is being researched. Often this involves a practitioner researcher in a process of 
developing greater understanding of personal and professional practice through 
systematic study. 
* It starts from practical questions arising from everyday educational work. It aims to 
develop both the practical situation and the knowledge about the practice of the 
participants. Because action research tends to be localised and small scale, 
however, the scope for change is often limited. 
9 It must be compatible with the educational values of the school and the work 
conditions of the researchers, and these often impose boundaries on the research. 
9 Action research offers a range of simple methods and strategies for researching and 
developing practice. The methods employed are aimed at what is achievable without 
disrupting practice. It is characterised by a continuing attempt to interlink, relate and 
confront action and reflection. 
(p. 22) 
The action research approach is not without potential weakness, of course. Robson 
(1993) suggests that the first of these is its potential lack of rigour, although the concepts 
of credibility, reliability addressed earlier (Mertens, 1998) would apply to action research 
in the same way as to other qualitative methodologies. Two others, the possibility that 
practitioners' understandings of their own situations may be partial or distorted, and that 
relationships can place restraints on inquiry, are specifically related to the question of 
practitioner researchers - and also apply to applied educational research more 
generally. 
In the present situation the researcher was also the EP involved directly in the 
intervention with the pupils. This situation, whereby a researcher acts simultaneously in 
another capacity, does raise particular issues in terms of credibility. Biott (11996), for 
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instance, suggests that conflict can arise over identity at a personal, professional and 
researcher level. Atkinson (1994) similarly describes her experiences as a teacher- 
researcher and the tensions generated, for example, between an obligation to adhere to 
rigid methodology and her professional experience suggesting she should be more 
responsive to newly arising or recognised pupil need. 
On the other hand, Robson (1993) also recognises the advantages of the practitioner 
researcher as being: 
9 'insider opportunities'- the idea of a pre-existing or tacit knowledge and 
experience base. 
e 'practitioner opportunities'- implementation of action can be easier to achieve. 
0 'practitioner research synergies' - practitioner role and insights can help in 
making the design, carrying out and analysis of studies more relevant. 
Manion & Morrison (2000), on the question of practitioner'inside knowledge' versus 
'outside objectivity' argue that the social world can only be understood from the 
standpoint of the individuals who are part of the ongoing action being investigated - by 
the researcher sharing the frames of reference of the participants. In so far as the 
present study was concerned, the researcher was based in the school for a large part of 
the time, and therefore enjoyed a level of insider knowledge. At the same time, however, 
he was not a regular member of school staff or employed in the same professional 
capacity as anyone else in the school and had regular access to supervision elsewhere. 
It was felt, therefore, that it should be possible to act in a relatively independent manner 
compared with a teacher-researcher arrangement. 
In terms of procedure, the approach incorporates a cycle of planning, action and data 
analysis, followed by evaluation of results and process. Elliott (1991) offers a detailed 
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and structured model of the action research process, involving cycles of activity. 
Typically the following elements would be included: 
e Identifying and clarifying the initial idea. Here the situation or state of affairs 
one wishes to improve upon or change is established. 
9 Reconnaissance or fact-finding analysis. At this stage the situation as it stands 
is described as fully as possible, helping to clarify the exact nature of the 
problem. An attempt may also be made to generate initial hypotheses, which 
might guide action. 
* Constructing the general plan. This will include a revised statement of the 
general idea, based on the information gathered, and an outline of the action 
steps proposed. 
* Implementing the first action step, or perhaps a series of small steps. 
* Monitoring the effects. This may also include further reconnaissance. 
9 Revising the general idea and amending plans for subsequent action steps. 
This moves the process into a new cycle of action and monitoring. 
Action research, then, offered a framework very much suited to the setting and 
conditions of this study, and to the research questions identified. The terms 
outcome/process and verification/discovery have already been used to reflect dual 
purpose. Verma & Mallick (1999) similarly refer to 'formative' and 'summative, 
evaluation. Formative studies, they suggest, gather information about programmes 
while they are in progress, so that data can be used to modify and improve these as 
they progress. Surnmative evaluation is designed to measure the effectiveness of a 
programme on completion. Robson (1993) prefers process and outcome evaluation, the 
terms adopted here, where process concerns itself with systematic study of what 
actually happens in the course of a programme. It can be used to complement the 
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information obtained through measuring the extent to which a programme has achieved 
its objectives, by shedding light on possible causal links. Thus the action research 
framework should lend itself to the development of an SFBT model appropriate to its 
context, and at the same time permit some ongoing, systematic evaluation of its impact. 
As noted earlier, the current study was set in the context of ongoing project work in the 
school that was now in its final year. One implication of this was that previous phases of 
the project had already served to inform the initial two stages of Elliott's (1991) model, 
so that this study effectively began at the 'construction of a general plan'. In terms of 
Elliott's notion of reconnaissance, the collection and analysis of data from the two 
preceding years of school intake by the researcher suggested that a small number of 
pupils, typically between ten and fifteen in total, were likely to experience and/or present 
difficulties beyond a first academic term of 'settling in'. These pupils were also likely to 
have experienced problems during Year 6, at primary school. Given their young age and 
the circumstances in which they now found themselves they were, not surprisingly, 
perceived as particularly vulnerable. They also represented a very different population 
from that of other SFBT studies reported to date in the U. K. The intention was to 
continue with the research through a period of approximately one term, using primarily a 
case study approach. Given the intended flexibility of the SFBT model, each case study 
was to be treated as a smaller scale action research sequence, contributing to a wider 
multiple case study research, beginning and ending at different times and involving 
different levels of direct contact with the researcher. 
Case study methodology has its own potential problems, however. Verma & Mallick 
(1999), for example, note the issue that, because case study methodology often has a 
clinical basis, the resultant information is frequently confidential and so cannot be 
evaluated by other researchers. Another disadvantage is that the cases presented in 
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such research have the potential to be unrepresentative of a population, so that only 
very limited generalisations, if any, can be made -a point already dealt with here in 
respect of qualitative inquiry as a whole. The limited number of subjects available in the 
present study did, instead, offer the advantage of potential in-depth evaluation of both 
outcome and process, using multiple methods of data collection at both individual and 
group level. Case studies also allow for interactive process exploration and explanation 
in a way in which other methods do not. As such, Robson (1993) believes, the case 
study is a research strategy with its own designs and not a flawed experimental design. 
In treating each individual case as a form of action research project, using a flexible 
SFBT model, decisions about the details of an intervention would be based on what 
Atkinson (11994) calls 'pragmatic solutions', which must work for the individual child and 
arise out of contact with that child. They are often prompted by pragmatic need and 
require almost instant and intuitive action. Such 'mini-cycles' were anticipated here, 
since the primary purpose of involvement by the researcher with the pupils was to offer 
help at a critical period in their school lives, rather than in the interests of research. The 
group of pupils included in the project were not selected as such by the researcher, 
although they might be seen as constituting what Robson (1993) refers to as a 
Apurposive sample'. The research concerned itself, therefore, with real issues in the lives 
of individuals. 
4.3 Research Method 
This section describes what is termed here the research method. This comprises 
information relating to pupil selection, followed by an outline of the overall procedures 
within which individual interview sessions and data collection took place. 
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4.3.1 Pupils 
The pupils were from Year 7. They were initially identified by the Year Manager and/ 
SENCO, who judged them as in need of additional support. The school had set no 
specific criteria for referral to the project. Instead, decisions were based on a 
combination of historical information from the pupils' primary schools, and on informal 
review of how they had settled into their new school over the first half term. In practice, 
the pupils had a history of exclusion at primary school, had by now been excluded at 
least once in their first term at secondary school, and were considered at risk of further 
exclusions. Parental consent for inclusion in the project was obtained by the school. 
Between October and December twelve pupils were referred, ten boys and two girls. 
One boy was not seen, as his parents subsequently withdrew consent. The fact that the 
researcher was not involved in this decision making ensured impartiality in the selection 
process. 
4.3.2 Procedure 
In keeping with the action research framework, Fig. 1 (over) outlines the intended 
procedures for the case studies, each contributing to the overall evaluation cycle. It was, 
however, anticipated that practical limitations and demands, as well as decisions made 
on the basis of ongoing evaluation, might introduce some variation. 
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4.3.2.1 Initial TeacherlParent Consultation 
The aim of this study was to develop and simultaneously evaluate a model which would 
support pupils in reaching the best possible outcome for identified problems. Because of 
its roots in social constructionism, the primary measure of outcome for SFBT is typically 
self-report, with the technique of scaling used as a means of comparison over time. The 
term 'effectiveness', therefore, might be more appropriately replaced with 'satisfaction 
with outcome' and this in turn determined predominantly by pupils - one reason why 
independent observations would have been meaningless in this study- and so the 
information from pupil ratings is considered in detail in the next section. Within the 
context of a school, however, logic also suggests that teacher perceptions are likely to 
carry at least, and perhaps considerably more, influence in evaluation of outcome. It 
would be in the personal interests of the pupils concerned, therefore, if some consensus 
over the matter were achieved. Furthermore, confirmatory data from sources other than 
the pupils themselves would enhance the credibility of this study, as noted above. 
Referring to Fig. 1, then, all staff who had regular contact with the pupils were consulted 
on their perceptions of any problems they had experienced in their own work with 
individuals, using a questionnaire (Appendix 1). In an attempt to maintain a balance 
between research and intervention, the questionnaire had two purposes. The first of 
these was to ask teachers to offer their assessments of pupils' behaviour on a scale of 
0- 10, where 10 represented the behaviour of 'most other' pupils in a class and a rating 
of 1 behaviour considered extremely untypical; they were also invited to express a view 
about possible causes of difficulty, or to provide some indication as to their own 'theories 
of change' Secondly, they were also asked to comment on pupil strengths and on 
strategies which they had found helpful. Even though the focus of intervention was to be 
the direct work with pupils, it was hoped that introducing solution focused language in 
this way might influence teachers' perceptions of individual pupils and their interactions 
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with them by drawing attention to pupil strengths, and to their own previous experiences 
of exceptions or successful management of the problem situations concerned. In 
addition, both the process and the data provided by teachers should contribute towards 
an assessment of the practicalities for an EP of using a SFBT approach in the context of 
school systems - the third research question. 
The researcher contacted parents/carers early in the cycle of involvement and 
arrangements made to meet with them. The importance of responsible professional 
practice in relation to parental rights, as well as the efficacy of home-school liaison, has 
been well documented (DfES, 2001 a; Long, 1988; Gupta, Stringer & Meaken, 1990). In 
the present circumstances it seemed equally valuable simply to ascertain parental 
perceptions of if the situations in which their children now found themselves. Even if 
these were not to be acted on directly, they could at least contribute to a 'thick 
description' of background context. The fact that all parents opted for a home visit rather 
than meet in school is in itself, perhaps, important information about context. These visits 
took place at some time during the course of intervention with the pupils. Consent was 
confirmed, they were offered the opportunity to raise concerns and were given 
information about the researcher's role as EP. The visits were not conducted as formal 
interviews, although permission was obtained to make brief notes. Parents were invited 
to contact the researcher at any time, and were informed that contact would be made 
again after a number of sessions with their child. 
4.3. Z2 Individual Pupil Sessions 
Arrangements were made through the Year 7 Manager for the pupils concerned to be 
withdrawn from a lesson in order to participate in an initial interview/session with the 
researcher. This, and all subsequent sessions were conducted in the researcher's office, 
in the main school building. Each lesson period lasted fifty minutes. 
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Although there were differences in the number, frequency and content of later sessions, 
the overall process followed a similar sequence - the initial model described in the last 
chapter was the guiding reference at the onset of involvement with pupils. For the 
purposes of outlining overall procedure the first, second and subsequent sessions are 
explained separately here: 
Session I 
This session was used largely as an introductory interview, and always included the 
following elements: 
a) Information Sharing 
An explanation of who the researcher was; his role as EP in the school; checking the 
pupil's understanding of why he/she had been asked to meet the researcher and 
willingness to continue with the session. 
Description of what might be included in future sessions, i. e. discussion, planning 
together to improve their situation at school. 
9 Explanation that the EP would also speak with parents and teachers about school. 
* Assurances about confidentiality and permission to make agreed summary notes of 
sessions for joint future use. 
* An opportunity for pupils to ask questions of the EP about concerns they might have. 
b) Confirmation of willingness to attend further sessions 
c) Planning further sessions - based on negotiation with pupils about preferences, 
although the researcher needed to be wary of issues such as pupils missing the same 
lesson more than once. Copies of the pupils' timetables were subsequently used, and 
each session shaded as it took place. Agreement was made that the researcher would 
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meet pupils at the beginning of a designated lesson period, having meanwhile obtained 
permission from the teacher concerned. 
Session 2 
a) Permission to audiotape sessions was checked. This idea was considered potentially 
too threatening to introduce in the first session, and would not have been suggested 
at all if the pupil appeared uncomfortable with the researcher. Consent was sought to 
use some aspects of the sessions anonymously as research, to inform the process of 
help being offered to others who might experience difficulties in school. No pupil 
refused. 
b) Appropriate stage in the SFBT model followed. 
Session 3& Subsequent Sessions 
Next stage in model - review of progress/evaluation of mini-cycle; ratings; goaling; Action 
Planning etc. 
The frequency and total number of sessions would depend on: 
" Agreement between pupil and researcher about the need for further sessions 
" Ongoing information from school and/or parents -'extraneous variables' - which 
might warrant a change of action plan, e. g. immediate threat of exclusion . 
Each session ended in an agreed Acton Plan for future review, or else an agreement 
that no further sessions would be required unless circumstances changed. The final 
session, session x, was for some pupils dictated by the end of the project, as a result of 
the timing of the referral and subsequent progress. 
74 
4.3.2.3 Follow-up Consultation 
Following the final pupil session for pupils, staff were consulted, using a questionnaire 
(Appendix 2) in which they were asked once again to rate pupils' behaviour and 
comment on any progress. This questionnaire, for a second time, served dual purposes 
- practical and research. 
4.3. Z4 Final Review 
A final evaluation meeting was planned with the Year Manager and SENCO. This would 
review outcome, in terms of pupil progress; evaluate systems processes related to 
school organisation; consider the potential for further development of the SFBT model by 
the researcher as school EP under normal working arrangements. 
4.4 Data Collection 
Essentially there were three broad areas under investigation, embedded in the research 
questions above and relating to: 
4.4.1 The Model 
Data collection methods to be utilised in relation to the SFBT model itself, with regard to 
individual pathways and as a whole were: 
e Sessional case notes - The main sequence of events covered, related to aspects 
of the model, were summarised immediately following each session. 
Post interview analysis of audiotapes - This was undertaken at a convenient time 
after interviews. A framework was used, based on the initial model, against which 
the actual elements featuring and their sequence were compared. This was then 
crosschecked with the case note analyses for accuracy. 
Research Diary - This was maintained throughout the period of intervention and 
incorporated descriptive and interpretative entries as suggested by Altrichter, 
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Posch & Somekh (1993) and Hopkins (1985). Diary entries were made 
systematically after each individual session, and at other times as necessary and 
convenient. The entries were regularly analysed for emerging themes and 
difficulties. 
4.4.2 Outcome 
As already noted, the satisfaction levels (of perceived progress) expressed by pupils 
were to be the primary source of data. Data was available via analysis of the ongoing 
ratings, and by pupil comments during sessions. Such qualified feedback, or'thick 
description', was recorded in sessional case notes made by the researcher and 
confirmed with the pupils as correctly representing events. Further confirmatory data 
would also be sought from other sources, notably: 
" Teacher ratings - comparison of initial and final assessments, and with pupil 
ratings. 
" Year 7 incident reports - scrutiny of ongoing pupil files in which the school 
routinely collated information regarding details of difficulties experienced by 
teachers. Feedback on pupil progress from Year Manager and SENCO at weekly 
meetings, recorded as minutes. 
" Parent/carer views - obtained through initial unstructured interview, and any 
subsequent contact through the intervention period. 
" Information relating to exclusions was of particular interest. This would be drawn 
directly from existing school records, where all exclusions were recorded. A 
comparison of rates of exclusion, before and during intervention, could be made. 
It seems important to restate here that the researcher played no direct part in assessing 
outcome. He simply collated the data provided by pupils, staff and from school records. 
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4.4.3 Systems Compatibility 
The main sources of information regarding the match, or otherwise, between the 
intervention and the contextual systems for pupils, teachers and researcher would be: 
* Research Diary - entries based on formal or informal feedback from pupils, 
teachers or parents and recorded as personal thoughts and comments that could 
be examined for themes or recurring problems. 
* Qualitative, evaluative comment from Year Manager and SENCO at weekly 
review meetings. 
In seeking and recording all of the above data, no demands were made on others - 
pupils, teachers and parents -which did not serve the purpose of improving their 
situations in school. The manner in which data was actually used through the course of 
intervention to inform an evolving practice model, and the ongoing action research 
process, will be presented in the Findings and Discussion chapters. 
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4.5 Ethical Considerations 
Some of the ethical issues related to this research design, including the potential for 
researcher practitioner tension, have already been mentioned. A further source of 
possible difficulty where an evaluation is funded, discussed by Robson (1993), are the 
questions of a pre-set agendas and accountability. McLeod (2001) also warns that social 
forces, including such organisations as schools, may have an interest in co-opting 
therapists as agents of social control. The agenda here was, of course, determined to an 
extent by the funding agency asImproving Pupil Behaviour', although as noted earlier 
the aims were not in conflict with the principles guiding EP practice already. The overall 
project was funded as a means of support, and this permitted but did not influence the' 
research element. 
Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2000), and Burgess (1989) consider in detail the ethical 
issues that can arise in social and educational research and this study was undertaken 
in the light of their recommendations for moral and ethical practice. Furthermore, the 
Code of Conduct of the British Psychological Society (2000) together with the working 
regulations of the LEA and Association of Educational Psychologists provide a 
professional framework that guides all aspects of an EP's practice. The context of the 
research for example, i. e. that it was based in a school, raised specific issues. It was 
already the researchers role to work as an EP with pupils, teachers and parents in the 
school setting in providing support and therapeutic intervention. As such he had access 
to information about pupils through school records, and contact with current and 
previous teachers. He was also in the position of working, privately and in confidence, 
with children about matters of a very personal and significant nature. As a professional 
working in a school he was also in a position of power in relation to pupils, and this 
inevitably poses problems for a researcher attempting to adopt a neutral stance. 
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Particular matters arising in the course of the study, some of which have already been 
mentioned but are worthy of note here, were: 
" Parental agreement and contact. 
" Pupil consent to participation - Cohen, Manion & Morrison (op cit) refer to this as 
informed consent - After agreeing to attend sessions they were informed that they 
would be able to terminate any session and /or decide not to return for a subsequent 
session, although none did so except in rearranging a session to participate in a 
preferred activity. 
Pupil consent to recording the content of sessions - written and audiotapes. 
Confidentiality - Pupils were informed that the EP would speak with teachers and 
parents about their progress in school. All information offered by pupils was, 
however. considered confidential unless it was agreed with them that it might be 
helpful to share some aspects with teachers and/or parents. 
Finally, permission was sought for the researcher to report the study, in anonymity, from 
the pupils, parents, vice - principal of the school and the funding agency for the project. 
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S. Findings 
The primary tasks of qualitative research are seen by Wolcott (1994) as to describe, 
analyse and then Interpret the phenomena that are the focus of study. This section 
reports the findings of the research, with a more in-depth discussion of emerging issues 
presented in the next chapter. The order in which the research questions were set out 
will not be adhered to at this point, however. While the literature review typically reflects 
a fairly clearly ordered SFBT model, it was anticipated here that there would be 
significant differences for individual pupils, because of their particular and personal 
needs. This was Indeed the case, and for that reason the second research question, 
relating to process - the nature of the model, and its development through the action 
research framework -will be addressed first. Once the eventual version(s) of the model 
have been set out, this should then provide a context against which to understand data 
on outcome, the focus of the first research question. 
Before considering the findings, some relevant information relating to the constitution of 
the group of pupils involved in the study is needs to be reported. Of the twelve initial 
referrals to the project only eleven pupils began the intervention cycle, with eight 
completing a full period of intervention. The first 'drop-out' occurred because it proved 
impossible to engage one boy, because of his attendance difficulties. Another pupil was 
admitted to a psychiatric unit shortly after the study began, and so he attended only one 
session. Two more pupils were withdrawn from the project before they were even seen, 
when it became apparent that the SENCO and Year Manager had been rather 
premature in making the referrals, following consultation with other teachers. 
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The findings will now be presented, in the following order 
a) The Model - Examination of how pupils responded to the key elements of the 
model (process analysis) -The manner in which the initial model was modified 
and developed, according to need, is reported. In order to offer a structure, the 
information is presented in a sequence centred on the initial model, with 
reference to the procedures that were followed in the first, and then subsequent, 
sessions. 
Outcome 
o Comparison of the individual pupils' initial and final ratings. Both sets of data 
will be reported simultaneously, so as to reflect reported improvement in their 
situations in school. 
Analysis of data obtained from teacher ratings and school records, pre and 
post intervention. Some comparison is also made between teacher and pupil 
views about initial areas of concern and subsequent developments. 
No analysis is presented at this stage in relation to the third research question, regarding 
systems compatibility. The qualitative information used to inform the researchers review 
of this aspect of the study is drawn from the research diary. Little systematic analysis 
has been undertaken of this information, but the researchers thick description is offered 
in some detail in the Discussion chapter. 
5.1 The Model 
Analysis of the taped and written records of sessions confirms the anticipated disparity 
among the particular sequences followed by individual pupils. As will be described in 
detail later in the pupils' rating scores, (Table 3, page 94) for example, the number of 
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sessions attended by pupils ranged from 4 to 10. Simply from this perspective, therefore, 
it was Inevitable that their overall experiences would be markedly different. Despite this, 
however, there was also some commonality in the ways that these experiences differed 
from the Initial model. 
The nearest approximation to the linear course predicted by the initial model is illustrated 
by DMc, who made steady progress over six sessions - apart from what turned out to be 
a minor and temporary setback. All other pupils pursued a less direct path towards 
solution, even where fewer sessions were attended. Some pupils repeated elements of 
the model, within or between sessions, as a means of clarifying, elaborating or reviewing 
their perspective of situations. Pupils also repeated what were intended as early 
elements in later sessions and it was not uncommon, for example, to see a return even 
to the starting point of problem definition in the light of experiences between sessions. In 
essence, the routes within and between the sessions became 'mini-cycles' of action 
research for each individual, building on, but generally diverging from, the initial model. 
The analysis of process below broadly follows the sequence of the initial model, with 
comment on variations as appropriate. The analysis is divided into two sections. The first 
describes the early sessions, to the point at which pupils set out to enact agreed plans 
for solution to the problems they had identified; the second relates to sessions 
subsequent to this, when action and progress were reviewed. 
5.1.1 Initial Sessions 
All first sessions began with what is referred to as problem - free talk. As noted earlier, 
this phase was undertaken as a process of introduction, and the establishment of rapport 
based on general conversation unrelated to situation of concern. The skills which are 
seen to be important in establishing rapport and relationships in any counselling situation 
are well documented (Nelson-Jones, 1988; Egan 1990, Swain; 1995, Heron, 2001) and 
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the need to be aware of possible anxiety in children who see themselves as being 'in 
trouble'was especially important. Typically the early talk would involve seeking non- 
threatening information about previous schools, family composition, hobbies and 
interests, and personal strengths in and beyond school. The ultimate importance of this 
phase will be considered in some detail in the next chapter. 
What was achieved in these first sessions was in part determined by the amount of time 
available for each one. It had been assumed that there would be available a full lesson 
period of fifty minutes but in practice this was often cut short by delays for pupils in 
getting from one side of the school campus to another, in the additional time required for 
changing after PE etc. Some pupils seemed to need more time at this phase anyway, 
and so for them it was decided better to wait until the second session before moving on. 
Already there were individual differences then, at least in the pace of progression 
through the intended stages of the model. Furthermore, even within the first session 
pupil responses meant that paths began to diverge from the simple model, and from 
each other. 
Regardless of whether it occurred in the first or second session, the next element to be 
introduced was problem derinition. Despite their referred status the pupils were all 
willing and able to give an account of what they perceived to be the current problem, 
although some were initially more reticent than others, or found the task more difficult. 
Five pupils (boys) described their problems as'fighting'. One pupil, MB, described her 
problem in terms of others bullying her and teachers blaming her for trouble in class. 
Another, RR, simply said that'maths'was the problem, but with prompts developed this 
to losing his temper in maths. The final pupil, TB, listed three problems which might have 
been taken directly from a behaviour checklist -fighting, not sifting in seat, shouting out 
in class'. Her later difficulty in providing detailed descriptions of these problems, and the 
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fact that she changed her problem definition through the course of later sessions, made 
it seem likely that the words were those used by teachers outlining her problems for her. 
Interestingly, all of the other pupils except IVIC and DMc subsequently reviewed their 
original descriptions to a greater or lesser extent either during the course of identifying 
exceptions, or else following their attempts at attaining the targets they set for 
themselves, based on the initial problem definition. As Table 2 (p. 87) shows, for 
example, RR began with maths as his main concern but subsequently extended this to 
include other problem areas. In time, all but DMc identified more than one subject area in 
which a problem was evident, and these were consequently treated as separate problem 
situations with their own ratings. In any event only he worked on one single and 
unchanging problem definition. What did not change, however, was the view of 
themselves as somewhat detached from the problem, with their own behaviour in the 
situation a justifiable response rather than a contributing factor. 
On the face of it, this redefining of problems would seem to conflict with the notion of a 
solution-only approach and the generally held SFBT principle that attempting to 
understand their cause is not a necessary step towards resolution. The process did, 
however, seem to help pupils to clarify their own thoughts about the issues at hand and 
to develop ideas for possible solutions. The seeming importance to pupils of the process 
offers some endorsement to the views of Murphy & Duncan (1997), influential in 
determining the initial model here. They believe that, despite the central focus on 
constructing solutions, it is nevertheless important for children to be allowed to reflect on 
and express a theory of change, or how they believe change might be achieved, based 
on the clear definition of a problem and an explanation of its causes. 
Indeed, only one pupil, TB, failed to offer such an explanation again adding to the 
impression, coincidentally, that she had simply reported others'views originally. The 
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remainder of the group were quite clear in their theories of change, universally blaming 
others for causing the problems. The common theme was that they were victims of 
others' behaviour, and that they were not in a position to control the situation. Their 
theories were that others should change. Six pupils reported that they reacted to other 
pupils' teasing and provocation, and four of these also explained their behaviour as a 
natural reaction to unfair treatment by teachers. MB, as noted above, didn't even include 
her own behaviour as a feature of the problem at this point. Four of the pupils also 
commented that they became angry and would hit out when frustrated by being asked to 
do work that they felt was too difficult. 
The latter complaint raised the possibility of seeking the involvement of teachers in 
intervention, even though this had not been intended. This point will be taken up again in 
the discussion of the findings. For the time being, however, it was important not to 
knowingly place pupils in a position that was likely to cause them distress. Although 
wanting to adhere to a model which acknowledged pupils' strengths and resources in 
managing problems, this was a moral dilemma for a practitioner. A decision was made to 
carry on working with the pupils' perceptions of problems, but to confirm with the SENCO 
that teachers were aware of nature of the pupils' reported difficulties with curriculum 
access. In this way teachers would be simply reminded of information that they should 
already have about the pupils concerned, through action which was part of the school's 
existing SEN systems. 
The evaluation of previous attempts at solution is considered to be the other major 
contributor to an understanding of theory of change. The pupils had all recently arrived at 
the school, and described problems and causes which were very much grounded in the 
context of this school. Even though their concerns were about current circumstances 
their descriptions of what had happened in attempts by adults to elicit change in their 
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behaviour referred to both primary and secondary schools. Taken together they 
generated a list of what were largely seen as punitive actions, ranging from them being 
'on report'to the use of detentions, short-term exclusions and being 'forced' to move to 
new schools. This view of action by schools as generally punitive was also expressed by 
all parents during home visits, even though some tempered this with a variation on an'l 
know s/he is not an angel, but.. ' statement. Diary extract I (Appendix 9) shows the 
researcher's brief notes following two home visits. Both mothers describe their contact 
with this, and previous, school in negative terms. They cite the lack of discussion about 
problems and the lack of an agreed overall plan for their children. MC's mother also 
offers her interpretation of the school perspective - one in which they believe that it is 
simply parents' responsibility to ensure 'good behaviour' in their children. The fact that 
only one pupil had not been excluded during the first term at secondary school, and only 
two of the remainder had been excluded less than twice would seem to be supportive 
evidence of parental experiences. Furthermore, there was also a general consensus of 
opinion among pupils and their parents that what was perceived as punishment had 
been largely unsuccessful, although there were some reports of more supportive 
attempts to intervene - involving one each of an LEA special needs support teacher, a 
community nurse and an educational welfare officer - at primary school. One particular 
pupil, MC, had experienced help from a number of professionals in succession - two 
psychiatrists, a special needs teacher, a school nurse and an EP. All periods of 
intervention had come to an end, he suggested, because'.. they hadn't made any 
difference. ' 
Despite the lack of immediately useful information from this stage, the next phase in the 
model, establishing overall goals, was pursued. Table 1, over, summarises pupils' 
initial responses to the question about what they would like to achieve beyond their 
current situations. All goals were stated, in the first instance, in negative terms. Five 
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referred to others refraining from particular behaviours, such as 'stop others getting me 
into trouble'; three referred to the absence of something, for example 'not being on 
report'. Sklare (1997) describes techniques for restating goals positively, stressing the 
importance of discovering how the proposed goal would be better for an individual. 
Restated goals are included in the table. Although there were instances of pupils wanting 
to continue a conversation around apportioning blame at first, they were all able to state 
a desired outcome. 
Pupil Negative Goal Goal Stated Positively 
AH Stop teachers throwing me out of Get good report and stay in school school 
AL Stop people getting me into trouble 
To be calmer when others go at me 
so that I can stay in class 
DMc Stop others bugging me 
Stay in school and get good report to 
show mum 
MB Stop people bullying me 
Come to school and enjoy being with 
my friends 
IVIC Stop getting into trouble 
Behave and do work without arguing 
with teachers 
RH Stop teachers and others getting at 
Get 2/2 on report card, stay in 
school, please mum and be able to me go to he wrestling 
RR Not being on report 
To come to school without getting 
upset 
Be off report 
Improve my behaviour - be good and 
stay in school 
Table 1: Pupil Goals 
Some of the desirable outcomes were more concrete and specific than others but all 
represented a view from the pupils of how things would need to be so that they could 
achieve an overall goal - to remain in school. In the case of RH he made reference to 
the school's 'report' system, in which 2/2 was the best possible score, and it was decided 
to incorporate this existing school arrangement into discussions. TB's use of the term 'be 
good'was a somewhat unexpected comment from a twelve year old and again seemed 
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to reflect her apparent perception of her passive role in events which were controlled by 
other pupils and teachers. 
Once overall goals had been established, the next step in the initial model was the 
miracle question, although as a consequence of decisions made within the action 
research framework through the course of the study (described below), it was employed 
with only two pupils. These are worth reporting individually. TB's first offering was an 
example of what Sklare (op cit) paradoxically calls an'impossible miracle'in that she 
wanted certain pupils to be removed from her class. With further questioning about what 
this would achieve for her she was able to reformulate her miracle as 'me being able to 
go into class and get on with my work!, although found it difficult to elaborate further. In 
contrast, AL was able to describe his miracle scene in some detail. This involved him 
staying in class, getting on with work and sitting still at his desk. He was then able to 
identify exceptions, when some of the miracle had already occurred. These exceptions 
were listed as subject lessons in which the problem was perceived to be absent. He saw 
these problems in absolute and polarised terms - they were present in some lessons, 
and not in others. Consistent with his causal attributions, however, he was unable to 
describe these exceptions as in any way controlled by his own actions, and therefore still 
saw the solution to his problems in the hands of others. Nevertheless, if these were his 
exceptions they should be accepted as such. What this meant, interestingly, was that the 
miracle question might have been unnecessary, and the exceptions could perhaps have 
been elicited immediately following problem definition. Having the situation in these 
exceptional lessons as an aim for what were currently perceived as less successful 
lessons might in itself be sufficient to enable target setting, in addition to providing a real 
and concrete benchmark against which pupils could measure progress. Given that one 
of the ultimate aims of the research was to develop a model that was effective in its use 
of time as well as outcome it was decided (noted in diary extract 2) to explore the idea of 
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not using the miracle question with subsequent pupils if the process of discussing their 
situations naturally highlighted exceptional subjects. In fact, apart from DMc who saw his 
problem as existing across all classes, the remaining five pupils who subsequently 
reached this stage of the model spontaneously identified exceptions during the process 
of problem definition. 
Typically, pupils would begin by reporting that problems existed in most subjects. Then, 
when asked to think of exceptions, they might think of one, followed by the build up of a 
range of subjects which they labelled as at least satisfactory with a smaller number, 
sometimes only one, in which they felt they really experienced difficulties. Throughout 
sessions pupils always maintained this frame of reference, with their school worlds 
apparently viewed as a collection of sub-units, each with its own distinct ecosystem. In 
one sense, therefore, the pupils themselves were highlighting the interactionist nature of 
problems in describing them as situation specific, even though they appeared to 
experience difficulty in recognising their own part in the dynamics of both the problem 
and exceptional situations. As with AL, the initial comments of the other pupils about the 
influences on behaviour within classroom settings almost invariably attributed control to 
factors other than themselves -either to other pupils, to teachers or to a subject being 
'interesting'. 
The next step in the initial model was to determine a baseline measure of problems 
using the scaling technique. Even though the pupils had tended to use extreme terms in 
their first accounts of the differences between subject lessons, they were generally able 
to make finer discriminations with the structure of the rating scales. In the interests of 
consistency all pupils were asked to give an initial rating on a scale of 0 to 10 for each of 
the problem areas. Pupils rated between one and three targets each, although the 
number of targets sometimes changed in subsequent sessions, as will be described 
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later. The two most common ratings given by pupils were 2 and 6. The remainder were 
fairly evenly distributed between these two points, with the exception of RH who 
surprisingly rated problem areas at 7 and 9. When this was questioned he reverted to 
making complaints about others, apportioning blame for problems. His view, therefore, 
was not challenged, but it did raise doubts in the researcher about his engagement in the 
process. (Diary extract 3 illustrates the researchers concerns at the time about this 
apparent reluctance - what it might represent, and how it might be addressed. ) AL's 
responses again suggested a greater degree of understanding of the demands of the 
task than other pupils, in that he gave an initial rating which he subsequently 
reconsidered in the light of further discussion. He was also able to describe his vision of 
8Y2as a level which might be a'good enough'goal. In all, a problem rating was reached 
during the first session with only half of the pupils. 
Once the problem areas and, conversely, the exceptional lessons had been identified 
the next stage of the intervention was to begin to consider strategies that could be 
employed to address the areas of concern - individual subject lessons, with the aim an 
all-inclusive 'doing well' in each. Because of the lack of recognition by the pupils of any 
control over their situations, however, and their views of themselves as the victims of 
problems, the strategies were generated by treating the problems as 'externalised' 
(Metcalf, 1995; Morgan, 2002). In doing so, pupils considered ways of reducing the 
impact of the problems on their lives. All pupils were able to make suggestions that they 
could try, even though not based on reported experiences in exceptional subjects. The 
initial problems, target areas and intended strategies are summarised in Table 2, over. 
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Pupil Initial Problem Target Areas Initial Strategy 
Complete work; listen AH Fighting RE, French toteacher 
ignore others who try to 
AL Hitting out at others Maths argue; keep chair still; 
get on with work 
DMc Losing temper and Alllessons Ignore other pupils fighting 
MB Others bullying me and Science Finish work; ignore AL teachers blaming me 
IVIC Losing temper and fi hti Maths, 
Science, Art Get on with work; i nore people g ng g 
RH Fighting Maths, English Finish work; keep quiet 
Do what teacher tells 
RR Getting angry in maths Maths, History, Art me; raise hand if stuck; 
and throwing books iqnore others 
Fighting, not sitting in 
TB seat, shouting out in PE improve my behaviour 
class I II 
Table 2: Pupil - Identified Problems, Targets And Strategies 
The strategies proposed, as with the problems, were quite similar within the group. This 
might be explained to some extent by the fact that ignoring perceived teasing through 
'getting on with work'would be a fairly obvious competing strategy for a problem of 
fighting, and indeed may have been suggested many times previously by teachers. 
Indeed, TB again seemed to paraphrase what might be described as standard teacher 
reprimands. 
The setting of short-term goals and then linking these with pupils' propose strategies 
had been intended as the next steps stage of the initial model. All pupils had been able 
to use scales in order to make their own assessment of the situation in targeted subjects, 
and to generate strategies for change. They found the concept of a situation improving in 
stages, however, much more challenging. When asked to describe how a next step 
might look only AL anticipated that a complete change in a situation might not be 
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achieved in one attempt. For the others the 'all or none' perspective was again evident, 
with pupils believing that they could reach 10 on a scale in one move. Even when the 
possibility of gradual change was prompted through questions such as 'What would 5 
look likeT or'What would it take to get to 57 pupils found it difficult to describe anything 
but their vision of perfection at this point. Rather than attempt to influence, what seemed 
to an adult, an unrealistic expectation of instant and total change it was again decided 
simply to accept the pupils' position on the matter, in keeping with the principles of SFBT 
and previous decisions in relation to the initial model. What this meant, however, was 
that for all but one pupil the next step to solution became instead the step to solution. 
This expectation of immediate and total solution was again illustrated in some of the 
attempts to prompt pupils to predict and reflect on potential obstacles to success, as per 
the initial model, as five of them were unable to cite any factors at all which might 
prevent them from achieving their goals of instant solution. In contrast, MC and DMc had 
both already expressed a lack of confidence in their ability to achieve success because 
of factors they believed to be beyond their control, even though they had agreed to try. 
Once again AL, consistent with his ability to anticipate gradual change, recognised that 
some of the influences on his behaviour would continue even if he were to make 
progress. He was also able to discuss how he might deal with these when they arose. 
In any event all pupils reached a point within the first couple of sessions at which they 
agreed to attempt to effect change in their situations, using self-determined strategies, 
and they were all prepared to use the scales in order to measure progress. Before 
closing the session it was reaffirmed with the pupils that they saw the planned action as 
likely to move them towards their previously stated overall goal, of being able to remain 
in school. All agreed that this would be the case. 
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5.1.2 Subsequent Sessions 
Although sessions became increasingly individualised for pupils, particularly as they 
spent time redefining problematic and exceptional lessons, all began with the basic 
'What's better - how did you do that? 'format of the initial model (elaborating, amplifying, 
reinforcing). There were relatively few instances of pupils not responding positively to 
this form of questioning and, as Table 3 (p. 98) illustrates, once the final targets had been 
agreed, the trend was for pupils to evaluate their situations either as improved or else as 
stable following earlier improvement. One notable exception, however, was MC whose 
sessions repeatedly reverted to describing deterioration or further problems. The 
sessions with him were characterised by cycles of the researcher encouraging him to 
focus on exceptions and set positive targets that might improve the situation for him in 
school and, although he would initially do so, his then drifting back into problem-talk and 
accusing others, including teachers, of deliberately getting him into trouble. An example 
of such a conversation is illustrated by the following sequence, from session 3: 
Res: Where are you today? (scaling) 
MC: 7,8 and 5 (maths, science, art) 
Res: That sounds good. How did you manage that? What have you been doing since 
last time? 
IVIC: I've been ignoring T. She's always trying to get me into trouble. Everybody knows 
she's a troublemaker. The other kids all know it's her. When she slags off my mum I 
have to hit her. I'm not taking thatl I don't know why Mrs K won't do something about her. 
My mum would come in and do something about her. Why don't you do something? It's 
always me. Why aren't you talking to her? 
Others, by contrast, were by now beginning to be able to describe how they had 
managed to achieve the progress, and to recognise the increased control over their 
situations associated with improvement. In some instances the process confirmed for 
pupils that their strategies would work, even if they needed further refinement, and 
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seemed to act as motivation to continue with successful, or attempt variations on failed, 
strategies in other targeted areas. The enthusiasm generated by early success for two 
pupils, MB and TB, was particularly rewarding for the researcher given the feeling of only 
superficial engagement in the opening sessions. 
MB, who had found it especially difficult to recognise her part in the dynamics of problem 
situations and had even experienced some difficulty in articulating her own perceptions, 
gave an unusual and individual account of her achievements in science lessons between 
the second and third sessions. Noticing a flip chart in the interview room she asked 
permission to draw her solution to avoiding the boy who habitually teased her. She 
proceeded to produce a diagram of the laboratory and noted the usual seating 
arrangements. She then indicated that she had waited in line in the corridor before 
lessons and, rather than enter immediately, had made note of the boy's choice of seating 
before quickly finding a seat from which his view of her would be obscured. It was then 
possible to discuss the application of this successful strategy in other target lessons. 
Given that one of the fundamental aims of this study was to evaluate the potential of a 
model designed to achieve change by influencing only one aspect of an ecosystem, the 
pupil, this was an important step. In subsequent sessions she rated all three of her 
targeted subjects as no longer problematic and also reported that she was developing 
friendships with her new neighbours in class. 
The experiences of TB were equally remarkable in the manner in which she responded 
to the realisation that she could exert control over her situation. Of particular interest in 
this case was the seemingly parallel process of growing recognition that she was at 
liberty to define problems as she saw them, rather than as teachers did, and to suggest 
her own solutions. While she began with a target of improving her behaviour in all 
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lessons she later redefined this and set herself more focussed aims, based on her 
experiences. 
The remainder of the pupils, apart from MC who continued to report problems as 
insurmountable, redefined the nature or circumstances of problems in the light of 
experience and consequently refined targets they had set. Some also became better 
able to use between-session experiences in anticipating potential obstacles to achieving 
or maintaining progress. This development of what seemed to be the 'skills' of knowing 
how to participate in SFBT was particularly evident in the increasing focus of pupils at 
the very beginning of sessions on reporting ratings and offering updates, self-initiated 
setting of targets, and a general reduction in the length of sessions. There were signs 
that this was also coupled with some improvement in understanding of the dynamics of 
classroom interactions and led to extended use of identifying exceptions. Rather than 
make only between-subject comparisons, the use of within-subject exceptions and the 
relating of these to the pupils' own actions became more common as objectives in other 
subjects were reached. Another effect appeared to be a better appreciation for some of 
the, sometimes, incremental nature of change - perhaps in part as a result of the failed 
attempts at instant change, as well as the possibility that the experience of being 
required to measure the extent of change using graduated scales actually encouraged 
situations to be viewed in this way. The use of scales as a means of demonstrating 
success from session to session to the researcher, to her parents (and to herself) was 
extremely important to TB who, enthused by her own progress and the positive feedback 
she received from teachers, insisted on extending the scales to twenty so that she could 
set herself further targets. Furthermore, she also demonstrated the spontaneous 
application of her newly acquired/ liberated solution-finding skills when, during session 7, 
she revealed: 
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'I have been talking to Mrs G about Geography. She moved me away from T (best 
friend) because she says it was just causing trouble for the class and stopping them from 
getting on with their work. I'm going to prove that she was wrong to separate us. I don't 
want a scale for this because I don't want the others to know what I'm doing, but I've got 
a plan. Mrs G says she'll admit she was wrong if I can show her that I can be different. ' 
Although TB opted not to use one on this occasion, all pupils cited the scaling process 
as the single most helpful aspect of intervention when asked the question during their 
final session. Up until the completion of intervention pupils continued to report improving 
or improved situations and, apart from MC whose case is described above, any 
perceived setbacks were temporary. 
The completion of the intervention cycle was determined in one of a number of ways. 
Three pupils, DMc, AH and RH reached what they felt were acceptably high ratings after 
a small number of sessions. Despite the researcher's continuing concern about the latter 
two pupils' commitment to the process, and the possibility that they would still 
experience or present difficulties, they attended no further sessions. MB requested that 
she carry on meeting because she enjoyed the experience, even though she also 
believed she had already achieved sufficient improvement. AL and TB also expressed a 
desire to continue meeting up to the point that they felt they could maintain their 
achievements unsupported. For them, sessions became shortened fairly quickly to 
almost a 'checking in', confirming ratings and then arranging to review the following 
week. Although RR felt he would have liked to continue, his late referral and a number of 
school absences meant that this was not possible because the end of the project had 
been reached. 
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5.2 Outcome 
5.2.1 Initial v Final Pupil Ratings 
All pupils identified between one and three problems to which they were able to ascribe 
initial and final ratings using the scaling technique described in the SFBT model outline. 
A scale of 0 to 10 was used and, as noted earlier in the description of the initial model, a 
score of 0 would represent the worst that things had ever been in a particular situation 
and a score of 10 the ideal position - although one pupil elected to extend this to 20 
during the course of the sessions. Table 3, over, summarises the pupil ratings data. 
Each cell represents a particular interview session, numbered for individual pupils in the 
sequence in which they took place. Pupils attended differing numbers of sessions. RH 
attended only four, for example, and MB ten. In some sessions, usually in the early 
stages of intervention, no rating was given because that element of the model was not 
included. Where more than one problem had been noted, each was given an individual 
rating, although for some pupils not all problems were identified during the same 
session. While some cells contain only one rating, therefore, others contain three 
separate scores. The earliest recorded ratings in the sequences represents the initial 
ratings, followed by those of successive sessions. The last recorded rating for each 
problem signifies the final ratings. 
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Session Sequence 
Pupil 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
AH 0 10 10 10 10 1 2 5 10 10 
4.5 5.5 8.5 9 9 8 9 9 
AL - 4 6 8 .9 9 7 7 2 6 9 9 6 9 9 
DMc 5 8 9 9.5 5 10 
1 2 10 10 10 - - 10 10 MB 1 4 10 10 10 - - 10 10 2 2 9 10 5 9 - - 9 9 
IVIC 7 7 3 9 4 8 0 7 5 4 
6 5 1 6 6 6 
6 9 9 
RH 7 9 9 9 
9 9 9 9 
1 3 5 5 
RR - 3 5 7 8 
6 10 9 9 
6 7 7 9 10 15 19 20 
TB 4 8 8 9 9 13 18 
5 8 19 20 
- No rating made * No further sessions 
Table 3: Pupils' Ratings for Identified Problems Over Successive Sessions 
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Looking at the data for individual pupils: 
All identified improvement in at least one area over the period of intervention. For 
DMc, this was his only area of concern. 
Five out of eight (AH, AL, MB, RR, TB) reported improvement in all of the areas 
of concern, indicated by increased ratings on the scale between 1 and 10, except 
for TB who extended this scale up to 20. 
9 One pupil, RH, noted progress in two out of three areas although his ratings 
show some apparent contradiction - in one area he rates a score of 7 as 
problematic, with 9 as satisfactory outcome yet in another rates 9 as both initial 
problem rating and as a final rating of good enough solution. 
One pupil (MC) reported improvement in only one area, with no overall change in 
two others. 
Taken overall, twenty-one problem areas were identified by the pupils. Of these, 
eighteen were rated as having improved by the final sessions. Most pupils reported a 
degree of progress by the first session following agreement to a plan of action. For some 
the rate of reported progress was rapid, before stabilising; in other cases there was a 
steady increase. As far as pupils were concerned, therefore, all but one individual 
reported what might be viewed as significant improvement over the period of 
intervention. 
5.2.2 Data from Teachers & School Records 
Because it is potentially more complex than outcome data obtained from the pupils, 
being derived from multiple sources, the information available as initial and later 
measures will be presented separately. Teachers' baseline data will be presented first, 
and then compared with pupil perceptions, as defined by their own ratings. Post- 
intervention data, reflecting teacher assessments of pupil behaviour will then be outlined. 
99 
5.2. Z1 Baseline Measures 
Incident Reports 
The school followed a system of 'incident reports, 'which were routinely collated in 
appropriate year group files following the recording of any incident felt by teachers to be 
'serious'. While the files of all of the pupils referred contained examples of such incidents 
at the time of referral, a discussion with the Key Stage 3 Manager made it apparent that 
the system itself was not adhered to rigorously. She cited a number of reasons (largely 
related to variation in teacher practices) why the files should not be regarded as accurate 
records of events since the start of the school year and suggested that they might be 
seen rather as indicative of the relative levels of concern about pupils within the year 
group. While the information available cannot therefore be taken as an absolute baseline 
measure, a comparison with the records at a later date did provide some useful 
information and added to the overall picture. The comparison is made later in this 
section. 
Initial Teacher Ratings 
As outlined in the methodology, staff views relating to pupil behaviour were collated 
shortly after individual referrals were made. The point that this study assumed a 
constructionist position is worth repeating here. On the other hand, the word 'behaviour' 
is used widely in educational settings, and in government documents, and would be the 
chosen language of teachers. Questionnaires were sent out to 45 teachers asking them 
to rate pupils' behaviour on a scale of 0- 10. The ratings were intended to provide 
information about the extent to which pupil behaviour as encountered by subject 
teachers was within what they saw as the range of behaviours typically displayed by 
others in a class group. Form tutors were also asked to complete a rating. A higher 
rating would tend towards what they saw as acceptable behaviour within the context of 
their own situation. Because the ratings were subjective, and furthermore were not 
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related to specific or identified behaviours in the way that pupils' ratings were, the 
limitation of the responses as a reliable baseline position needs to be recognised. On the 
other hand the teacher ratings, taken as a whole, should go some way to representing a 
collective perception of the nature of a pupil's performance within school and therefore 
serve as an indicator of both level of concern and likelihood of further exclusions. (The 
question of reliable baseline measure will be dealt with more fully in the Discussion 
chapter that follows this one). 
Completed questionnaires were returned by teachers from all subject departments, 
although not all questionnaires were returned. Some pupils were taught a particular 
subject by more than one teacher; others, in the 'foundation classes', were taught more 
than one subject by the same teacher. The return rate was variable. Six teachers 
returned no forms and some teachers produced ratings on some, but not other, pupils. 
There were two pupils for whom some staff felt unable to provide a rating because of 
frequent absences from school or from their particular lessons. In all 83 out of a possible 
142 (58%) ratings were provided, with a further 7% returned but no rating given. For 
individual pupils with good attendance, the number of responses ranged from 5 to 13 
teachers each. Appendix 3 includes the full table of ratings. It includes initial ratings for 
all twelve referrals, even though the group size was thereafter reduced to eight. 
It was not intended in the initial, simplest, SFBT model here that teacher responses 
would be used as an aspect of the intervention itself. It was also not the purpose of this 
study to offer an analysis of teacher perceptions of the causes of problem behaviour, 
although many of the teachers who responded clearly did have their own views - 
including combinations of family, social, and developmental difficulties (Appendix 4). 
Interestingly, there were numerous references to pupils' difficulties with work contributing 
to behavioural problems, an issue referred to already in terms of pupils' learning, 
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difficulties and in comments from pupils themselves. Again, it was not the intention here 
to address curriculum provision for pupils and the response to this issue has already 
received comment. Nevertheless, the fact that pupils and teachers saw this as an issue 
does perhaps suggest that any impact of the current intervention might be reduced in 
such cases. It also, of course, raises the question of why teacher-identified school 
systems issues were not being directly addressed. 
The teacher descriptions of problems, and of the perceived causal factors, for each of 
the eight pupils who completed a period of intervention are listed in Appendix 4. Even 
though the intention was not to use the information directly it was, nevertheless, felt that 
it could be used in individual cases (perhaps where some form of joint negotiations 
needed be held involving pupils and teachers) if circumstances warranted a change in 
approach. At the very least it might be possible, for research purposes, to make a 
comparison between teacher and pupil descriptions of a problem and to consider the 
implications for intervention beyond this study. The main purpose of the teacher 
questionnaires, however, was to obtain ratings for use as baseline measures against 
which to evaluate perceived progress. Given that the information available at the time of 
referral was typically a summary reinterpretation of complaints from some, but not all, 
teachers these ratings were very important in helping to establish a more comprehensive 
picture of the situation in school for each pupil. 
Generally, individual teachers offered a spread of scores about different pupils, 
suggesting that they were attempting to use the scales in a manner which would 
genuinely reflect situations as they perceived them. Seven particular teachers, however, 
returned 14 ratings in total with none outside the range 8-10 and these need closer 
examination. Two of the teachers were found to be form tutors for the pupils concerned. 
Their contact with the pupils, noted in one case, was wholly in the relatively informal 
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setting of a morning tutorial period which might be seen as less likely to lead to 
confrontation than formal lessons, although these two teachers were also widely 
recognised within the school as having good classroom management skills. Three 
further teachers taught the subjects music, drama and PE. In the researcher's 
experience as EP for the school, pupils who find other curriculum areas demanding 
sometimes report these subjects as enjoyable. In fact, the records of initial interviews 
with the pupils rated highly here confirm that they described these subjects as areas of 
personal strength or preference. 
The two pupils who were withdrawn from the project, as noted earlier, can account for 
the other high initial ratings. Because the ratings given by teachers were consistently 
high, suggesting little general concern among them, it seemed inappropriate to continue 
even though the Year 7 Manager had requested their inclusion in the group. Careful 
examination of incident records revealed that they had actually both been involved in 
one, fairly serious, incident but that there had been no further incidents or expressions of 
concern. At the end of the study school records confirmed that they had continued to do 
well in school. 
The following charts (Fig. 2) show the profile obtained for each of the eight pupils who 
completed the intervention period. They are set out so as to show the initial ratings 
ascribed by the individual teachers who returned relevant questionnaires about the 
pupils. The numbered teachers are not in any particular order, and do not correspond 
from pupil to pupil. Thus, for example, 10 ratings were provided for AH, but only 5 for 
RH, and these could have been provided by completely different teachers. 
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In seeking the views of up to fifteen teachers over one pupil significant variation in 
ratings was anticipated, as a result of one or more of the following: 
" the subjective nature of judgements relating to 'acceptable' behaviour 
" idiosyncrasies in the use of scaling as a measure 
" contextual variation in pupil/teacher interactions 
The ratings themselves represent individual and subjective judgements and therefore 
scores of individual teachers cannot be compared with those of other teachers, although 
it may be possible to assume some broad similarity of order between ranges of scores, 
for example 3 or less, 8 or more, mid-range scores. The high scores already noted 
suggest some consistency in the use of ratings, at least at extremes. A further indication 
of consistency, albeit tentative, is in the ratings of two pupils (MC, AH), who also 
produced a relatively flat profile. Nine out of ten ratings for AH, for example, fell within 
the range 3-7 which would seem to support the idea of a large number of teachers 
consistently reporting what they saw as difficult, but not extreme, behaviour. The 
teacher descriptions accompanying the ratings confirmed this view. Similarly, the seven 
teachers who provided comment on MC all noted related problems, especially his 
difficulties in relationships with other pupils. Recognising the limitations of teacher 
ratings as objective measures, but assuming some validity as indicators of concern 
about real-life interactions in the ratings, the profiles of the pupils illustrate some 
interesting features, including the following: 
w All pupils were, not surprisingly, seen as exhibiting difficult behaviour in some 
lessons. 
m Some pupils, however, had marked contrasts in ratings. AL, for example, received 
ratings of 1& 10. MB received four ratings of 8 or higher, but also ratings of 1&I 
They were both perceived as model pupils in certain lessons and as extremely 
difficult in others. 
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w No pupil was perceived as presenting extremely difficult behaviour over all settings, 
despite the group's description as consisting of the most difficult pupils in Year 7. 
This finding of situation-specific difficulties, therefore, offered support to the idea of 
utilising an approach that is founded on an interactionist/ecosystemic model which sees 
behaviour as a reflection of the dynamics of a specific situation. Indeed, the conflicting 
ratings for AL at both 1 and 10 demonstrates quite clearly the dangers of adopting a 
reductionist model describing behaviour in terms of consistent, within-child factors. 
The variation in ratings from the baseline assessment generally illustrates the 
complexity of the task involved in attempting to define and measure the behaviour of 
'problem pupils', and in targeting intervention aimed at improving this. In addition, the 
confusion evident in the initial referral process among key school personnel and the 
inadequacies of the incident records demonstrate that the systems for sharing concerns 
and information about behaviour can be very inefficient. Perhaps one of the most 
important points is that it could not be assumed that pupils who experienced difficulties 
in one area of school life would do so in all areas, or that one solution could be 
universally applied. While there were some similarities across different areas it was 
important to consider each of these as a potentially individual, and indeed trouble-free, 
situation. In addition to the concept of the ecosystemic nature of behaviour, therefore, 
the baseline evidence here also supported the notion of the individuality and the 
personally constructed meaning of interactions, and it seems appropriate to utilise a 
method of intervention that holds this concept as one of its fundamental principles. 
Issues relating to school systems that arose through the course of the study are 
considered further in the next chapter. For the purposes of this study, however, the data 
was not intended for direct use in intervention although it nevertheless highlighted areas 
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of potential exception - either for use with pupils or as a focus for systemic work if it 
became apparent that the model was unlikely to succeed without this backup. 
Pupil -Teacher Comparison 
For research purposes only, some comparison is made here between the initial problem 
situations as described by pupils and by teachers. Although an implication of the model 
of intervention adopted for this study was that teachers would not need to be aware of 
pupils' intentions, and no information was given to them routinely, it might be that a 
comparison would yield information which might be helpful in any future development of 
the model in school. In any event, it would be reassuring as a practitioner to feel that the 
pupils' chosen target areas would address at least some aspects of teacher concern. 
Table 4, over, shows the target areas and ratings noted by pupils alongside the 
appropriate teacher views, where this information was available. Information on DMc is 
not included because of his view that one problem existed across all situations. 
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Areas Pupils Chose Equivalent Teacher Comment 
to Chan ge Rating s 
RE 0 RE 2 Lowest teacher 
AH French 1 French 3 rating 
Among the lowest 
Maths 4% Maths ? 
AL Science 4 Science 4 Second lowest 
RE 2 RE 1 Lowest 
DMc All subjects Not appropriate 
RE 1 RE 3 Second lowest 
MB Science 1 Science 1 Lowest 
Maths 2 Maths ? 
Art 7 Art 4 Among lowest, but 
no extreme scores 
MC Science 6 Science ? at all from teachers 
Maths 4 Maths 6 
English 6 English 8 RH Didn't select 
either of the two 
RH Science 9 Science 8 areas rated at 3 by 
teachers 
Maths 7 Maths ? 
Art 6 Art 6 
RR History 3 History 4 Among lowest 
Maths I Maths 3 Among lowest 
English 4 English 2 Second lowest 
TB PE 6 PE 0 Lowest 
Science 5 Science 3 Third lowest 
?= no information provided 
Table 4- Comparison of Pupil and Teacher Ratings 
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The comparison is not intended to measure the degree of correlation between pupil and 
teacher ratings. The aim is simply to confirm for the purposes of the study whether or not 
there were major discrepancies between what the pupils saw as significant problem 
areas and the perceptions of teachers. The table sets out the ratings given by pupils for 
their subject lessons of greatest concern, i. e. target lessons, set alongside the rating 
given by the appropriate teacher where this was available. Despite the 'missing' returns, 
a rating was provided by teachers in 16 out of 20 of the subjects singled out by pupils. 
The comment column in the table also notes that, for a large proportion of these 
subjects, the ratings were among the lowest for each pupil - some indication of 
pupil/teacher agreement about areas of greatest difficulty. It would not be surprising, of 
course, if teachers generally made more effort to return questionnaires when they had 
strong concerns, although the data does not clearly support this notion. For RH, for 
example, there were only five returns, with three scores of 8 or over, while TB received 
six returns but with four of these at 3 or less. Despite the unexplained gaps in 
information some confidence could still be taken that, for the most part, the lessons 
targeted by pupils were also areas of concern for the teachers of those subjects. 
5.2. Z2 Post Intervention Measures 
ExclusionslIncident Reports 
Table 5, over, is a summary table of information about exclusions and incidents reported 
in pupil files. The data was collated over similar timescales, for the periods before and 
during intervention. 
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Fighting Disruptive/ Uncooperative 
Exclusions 
Before After Before After Before After 
AH 7 4 6 1 3 1 
AL 1 1 10 
4 1 0 
DMc 4 1 5 1 1 0 
MB 2 0 4 1 1 0 
IVIC 5 3 4 3 2 2 
RH 7 3 3 3 2 0 
RR 1 1 4 3 2 0 
TB 4 1 10 4 2 0 
TOTALS 31 14 46 22 13 3 
Table 5- Exclusions and Recorded Incidents 
The Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed ranks test (Seigel & Castellon, 1988) indicates that 
all results were significant - Fighting at the p=0.05 level, Disruption and Exclusions at the 
p= 0.01 level (one tailed). 
The question of the reliability of the data on incidents has been discussed already. 
Taken as an indicator, though, the numbers of recorded incidents did drop both for the 
group as a whole and for most pupils taken individually. Because of the legal 
requirements on schools in respect of their recording of exclusions, the data can be 
taken as factual. The overall reduction was a welcome development. 
III 
Teacher Ratings 
The final ratings, i. e. completed after intervention had ended, are detailed in Appendix 5, 
and the combination of initial and final ratings for the eight pupils in Appendix 6. The 
returns were again disappointingly low in view of the fact that these pupils were reported 
to represent the major concerns in the year group. In all there were 40/93 returns (43%), 
each providing a rating and comments on perceived improvement. It may be, of course, 
that some of the non-returns actually represented a lack of current concern. Examination 
of the returns showed that there were twenty-four cases where an initial but no final 
return was made and of these, fifteen initial ratings had been at 6 or higher as opposed 
to only six at 5 or less. This might be an indication that some teachers did not feel 
strongly or concerned enough to return final questionnaires as a matter of priority over 
other demands on their time. On the other hand, sixteen of the non-returns were in 
respect of two particular pupils for whom attendance continued to be a problem 
throughout the year, and the returns could be a reflection of this fact. 
Despite the gaps in the data, all pupils received between four and seven ratings from 
teachers and the information is treated here as a representative sample of the total 
number of situations involving the intervention group. Because the ratings produced only 
ordinal data it is not possible to make statistical comparison between teachers over an 
individual pupil and they have so far been used only to give broad indications of the 
scale of problems in particular situations. Even with individual teachers it is inherent in 
the context and the nature of issues under study that over a period of time the same 
graduation of scale may not be used in making judgements. Nevertheless, it seems 
reasonable to assume some level of consistency from skilled professionals and to 
conclude that a shift between ratings represents a genuine change in position. While 
substantial improvement would always be welcomed, in practice a change in a positive 
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direction might be a more realistic achievement over a period of only weeks for pupils 
with reported longstanding problems. 
There were thirty-five pairs of initial and final ratings available for the following analysis, 
each describing a specific situation. Where a range of scores was included in an initial 
rating the highest value was used here, in order to reduce the bias towards evidence of 
improvement. There were no such final ratings. Of the pairings: 
a 21/35 (60%) showed an increased rating, i. e. towards be aviour seen as 
more in keeping with classroom norms. Using the Wilcoxon matched-pairs 
signed ranks test (Seigel & Castellon, 1988) the results were significant at the 
p=0.01 level (one tailed). 
Only 6/35 (17%) showed signs of deterioration, even though the overall 
situations of the pupils concerned had previously, by definition, been seen as 
deteriorating. 
m 8/35 (23%) were rated as unchanged -no better, but no worse. 
Where data was available for comparison, therefore, a large proportion of situations for 
the group as a whole were seen as having improved. All pupils were rated as having 
achieved some improvement in at least some areas but increased ratings were not 
uniformly distributed. There was evidence for some pupils in the ratings, for example, of 
large scale and general improvement across settings. There were also individuals who 
made good progress in specific areas. It would not be unreasonable to assume that this 
improvement might make a contribution to the overall reduction in exclusions. 
Additional Infonnation from Teachers 
Despite the already stated limitations of the data from the exclusion figures, incident 
reports and ratings, each still make a contribution to describing the overall situation for 
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pupils at the end of the intervention period. Supporting data was also made available in 
two other ways, through the written information from teachers provided with the final 
ratings (listed in Appendix 7) and through occasional personal comment offered by 
teachers to the researcher during the course of intervention. The following vignettes are 
summary statements, based on the reported situation for each pupil and incorporating all 
of the information available from teachers and the pupils themselves. 
AH Only 4/14 final ratings were returned, perhaps due to poor attendance. Of those 
returned two noted progress, one no change and one deterioration. Of his target areas, 
one noted improvement and the other was not returned. He was reported to be 
responding better to adults and to be remaining on task for longer periods although there 
were still concerns expressed by all that his absences were making it difficult for him to 
sustain improvements. There was a reduction in exclusions from 3 to 1, with incidents of 
fighting and disruption halved. 
AL 5/10 final ratings returned, three noting progress, one no change and one 
deterioration. Two of the non-returns were from teachers who had initially rated him as 9 
& 10 and conversations with these teachers confirmed that they had no concerns. Two 
of his target subjects were rated as improved, and one not returned. Others noted that 
he was making obvious efforts to improve his behaviour in class. There were no 
exclusions and a reduction in reported incidents of disruption from 10 to 4. The reported 
incidents occurred at the time of a family break up. 
DMc 6/10 ratings returned all noting progress. His foundation class teacher, who 
would spend significantly more time with him than any other teacher, approached the EP 
during the course of intervention to comment on a dramatic improvement in behaviour. 
This teacher gave ratings of 3 and subsequently 8. All other respondents noted 
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improvements, with few reservations. There were no exclusions and a reduction in 
incidents of fighting from 4 to 1, and in disruption from 5 to 1- 
MB 4/11 returns, three noting progress and one some deterioration. Two of the 
returns noting progress were her target areas, with one not returned. Comments noted 
that she was more settled, more willing to listen to staff direction, and that her behaviour 
had seen some improvement. Any problems remained in limited, specific areas. There 
was still some inconsistency in behaviour, although this was mainly in the subject in 
which she had obtained her lowest initial score but had nevertheless improved from a 
rating of 1 to 4. Four of the non-returns were from initial ratings of 8&9. There were no 
exclusions and only one reported incident of disruption. 
MC 5/12 returns, only one of which noted progress - although this was in one of his 
targeted areas. Of his other two, one reported no change and one was not returned. One 
other teacher noted no change and two deterioration. One teacher gave no initial rating 
but a final rating of 2. MC continued to record incidents of fighting and disruption and 
was excluded twice - the only pupil for whom there was no reduction. 
RH 5/12 returns, none of which indicated progress, but the ratings alone did not fully 
reflect other information on how things were. One rating, his area of greatest difficulty 
(French - not noted as a target by him) was low initially, at 3, and reduced further to 2 
with comments stressing the problems. Another rating dropped from 8 to 7 but with the 
comment'He continues to work quietly in lessons'. This was one of his target areas. One 
teacher gave ratings of 8 on both occasions, noting that'He always works hard'. One 
further teacher provided only a final rating, at 10, noting his enthusiasm in class. There 
were still some incidents of fighting, although reduced from 7 to 3, and 3 disruptive 
incidents. Most of these related to French lessons. Exclusions fell from 2 to 0. 
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RR 5/11 returns. He continued to have some attendance problems, after having 
spent long periods of time absent from school in Years 5&6. Most of his scores were 
fairly low, both initially and finally, indicating the extreme nature of his difficulties. Even 
so he did manage some progress. His foundation teacher, for example, returned the 
questionnaire personally in order to explain her ratings. She described his move from 1 
to 3 as representing 'immense progress' as he had started to develop relationships and 
become more settled in class. His art teacher, one of his targets, noted slight progress. 
Even in the case where the ratings indicated no change and one in which ratings 
dropped from 3 to 2 (Maths - the greatest concern of RR) these were accompanied by 
the positive comments'shouts out less'and'much befterwork recently'. Reports of 
disruption continued at a similar level, but exclusions fell from 2 to 0. 
TB 7/13 returns. Six of these showed improved ratings and one had submitted no 
initial rating but gave a final rating of 9. All of TB's target subjects were reported as 
having improved. One teacher, whose ratings increased from 2 to 5 (TB's target of 
English) approached the EP to say how pleased she was about this. A meeting was 
subsequently held involving him, TB, and her teacher in order to acknowledge her 
efforts. The number of fighting episodes reduced from 4 to 1, disruption from 10 to 4, and 
exclusions from 2 to 0. 
Finally, even though the SFBT model here did not involve collaborative work with subject 
teachers, they were provided with what was termed a 'strategy sheet' following the 
termination of the intervention period. The background to the development of these 
sheets will be outlined further in the Discussion chapter, but it was hoped that they would 
help maintain and promote further progress. The sheet was produced by the researcher, 
in consultation with the pupils and Year Manager, and sent out under her name. The 
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sheet contained a solution focused collation of positive ideas for supporting pupils, 
drawn from information provided by teachers themselves through the questionnaires, a 
list of target behaviours from the pupils, and a suggestion that teachers watch for and 
acknowledge pupils' attempts to achieve these. The strategy sheets are attached as 
Appendix 8. 
5.3 Summary 
Even though the information from teachers proved to be less comprehensive than had 
been hoped, the available information, taken together with the pupil ratings and interview 
analyses, provides a multiple data source from which some tentative conclusions can be 
drawn. They are summarised here, and relate to process and outcome: 
Process 
9 All of the pupils referred to the project were willing to engage in the SFBT process 
with the researcher, despite the fact that they did not request help . For the majority 
of pupils who completed a period of intervention their willingness to engage in 
attempts to achieve change was indicative of what in SFBT terminology is referred to 
as a 'customer relationship'. 
* The apparent problems most frequently encountered by pupils in engaging with the 
initial model included difficulties in articulating detail within the various elements; their 
uncertainty during the early stages about the very nature of difficulties; recognising 
their own contribution to patterns of problematic, and equally to the more successful, 
interactions; recognising the possibility that change might take place gradually, and 
anticipating events which might act against progress. 
9 Although there was not an exact matching of pupil and teacher identified problems, 
there were few significant discrepancies. The causes attributed to problems were, 
however, notably different for pupils and teachers - although remarkably similar 
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among pupils. There was also commonality in the actions suggested by pupils to 
address areas of difficulty. 
9 With support all pupils were able to note an overall goal for themselves, and then to 
set targets for achieving these. Although the initial model formed the basis of all work 
with pupils the pattern and sequences in which the various elements of the model 
were encountered or utilised varied, according to pupil need. 
* One technique that is generally held to be a fairly central feature of SFBT, the 
miracle question, was used in only a minority of cases. In contrast, one aspect which 
is frequently held to be irrelevant to the approach, in depth discussion of problems, 
featured significantly in the work with pupils. 
* The other elements of the model were all used successfully, although not always as 
anticipated. Strategies for change were generated by the pupils themselves, after 
identification of exceptions. The scaling technique was reported by the pupils 
themselves as the most helpful aspect of the approach. 
* What was achieved was accomplished almost exclusively by working directly with the 
pupils, with little involvement of systems more widely. There were some indications, 
however, that where teachers were included in the intervention, even if only to offer 
acknowledgement to a pupil, this had a highly motivating effect. To this end, and as a 
means of promoting the maintenance of improvement, the solution focused strategy 
sheets were produced. 
Outcome 
Pupil Views 
0 Seven out of the eight pupils reported successful attainment of their targets. 
Although this improvement was not matched target for target with teacher reports, 
there were many cases of confirmed progress. 
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n Much of the improvement was reported by pupils as having been achieved within the 
first few sessions of intervention. 
Teacher information 
a) For the group as a whole 
w There was an overall reduction in the numbers of exclusions experienced by pupils, 
alongside fewer reported serious incidents. 
a There was a significant move in ratings by teachers in the direction of more 
acceptable behaviour, mostly in classroom settings. 
z Seven out of eight pupils had improvement reported by teachers in one or more 
areas and/or aspects of their behaviour. 
Progress was not uniformly distributed, either between pupils or across individual 
settings. 
b) For individuals 
For four pupils (AL, DMc, MB, TB) evidence was reported of improvement in a 
number of settings. 
There was little suggestion of change in the situation at school for one pupil (MC). 
Although he felt he had made progress in one subject area, he largely agreed with 
the assessment of teachers. 
w Three pupils (AH, RH, RR) had more mixed results, but all with some evidence of 
improvement. While the ratings for RR were not encouraging in themselves the 
qualified comments from his foundation teacher would have been afforded some 
priority in any case review of his progress. 
w For some pupils (e. g. DMc, TB) the scale of improvements was marked. For RR what 
seemed to be most significant, however, was the shift relative to his starting point. 
While the standard against which the teachers were asked to rate all pupils was the 
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behaviour of others, in order to offer them a reference point, the progress of pupils 
was measured in relation to their own initial positions. 
A number of the conclusions highlighted here will be taken up and discussed in greater 
depth in the chapter which now follows. Further qualitative data, based on records 
maintained in the research diary, will also be incorporated in an attempt to clarify some 
of the underlying, but important, issues of relevance to the success and future 
development of the SFBT model at both individual and school systems levels. 
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6. Discussion 
The aim of this chapter is to relate the findings of the study to the initial research 
questions, in an attempt to develop some understanding of the issues involved. The 
three research questions centred on: 
a) The processes underlying engagement by pupils with the initial SFBT model and 
the subsequent development of the model through the period of study. 
b) The impact, or outcome, of the intervention on their situations in school. 
c) The compatibility of the SFBT model with existing school systems 
In addressing these research questions, this chapter will follow a different order than has 
been the case so far. Firstly, the implications of the data on outcome will be considered 
further, along with some comment on its limitations. This will then be followed by a 
discussion of some length and detail around the prime concern of the researcher as 
practitioner - the SFBT model. The place of a revised model in the context of school 
systems and EP working practices will then be reviewed. 
6.1 Outcome 
At the outset the intention was to use the information from various sources - pupil 
records, teacher ratings and pupil ratings - so as to achieve some degree of 
triangulation in respect of the effectiveness of the intervention. The analysis of findings in 
the previous chapter presented a summary of the resultant data and also referred to its 
limitations. At first glance the data on exclusions seems fairly straightforward. The 
records could confidently be taken as representing the actual number of exclusions 
which took place and the significant reduction was a welcome development for all 
concerned. It would be inappropriate, however, to consider the question of exclusion for 
this group detached from the politics of the issue at both local and national levels. The 
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DFEE publication 'Social Inclusion: Pupil Support', for example, had previously set out 
one of its principle aims as being a reduction in exclusions. At the time of the present 
study, there was still much ongoing national debate about the document and subsequent 
position statements by the government, teacher unions etc. not surprisingly, informal 
discussions with the school senior management team indicated that there was a desire 
to reduce the overall exclusion rate in this school. Indeed, figures collated by the 
researcher indicated that there had already been a steady reduction in exclusions during 
the three academic years before the study began, a trend which mirrors the recently 
released WES national statistics (2003) on exclusions from secondary schools. 
However, the fact that the pupils in this study had already experienced exclusions (some 
more than one), and were at the outset referred to as being under threat of permanent 
exclusion, confirmed that there had been no absolute policy decision not to exclude. 
Furthermore, the fact that the exclusions had taken place within their first term in 
secondary school seemed to reflect a ready willingness to do so, and a situation of 
serious concern for these pupils. 
A further possible explanation for the reduction in exclusions was the very fact that pupils 
had been referred to the project. Evans (1999) comments on the inclination of schools, in 
the belief that problems are essentially located outside of their own systems - in pupils 
and their families - to refer them to an expert to be 'fixed'. It could have been, then, that 
the pupils were seen as being 'dealt with' and so decisions were taken not to exclude 
them on the basis that this might somehow interfere with the individual interventions. If 
there were an equivalent pupil group not participating in the study it might have been 
possible to make at least a basic comparison of data on exclusions, but the fact that the 
pupils in the study were those about whom there was greatest concern, and who as such 
were by definition most at risk of exclusion, meant that this was not possible. However, 
when the experiences of the researcher in his attempts to collaborate with school 
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systems, described later in this chapter, are taken into consideration the likelihood 
becomes even stronger that this was not a significant influence on outcome. In any 
event, the involvement of the researcher did not actually prevent the exclusion of two 
pupils during intervention. In summary, then, while it would be impossible to measure the 
exact contribution of intervention to the reduction in exclusions, it would be accurate to 
note that, prior to intervention, all pupils had experienced exclusion and that there was a 
marked reduction from the onset of intervention. 
One of the main limitations of the data sources was the reliability of the records of 
incidents of problem behaviour, as highlighted by the Key Stage 3 Manager. It should not 
be unrealistic to assume that her position and lengthy experience would provide her with 
a reasonable working knowledge of school practices, and so her comments should be 
taken seriously. On the other hand, there was no reason to presume that the practices 
adopted by teachers in recording incidents would have changed significantly over the 
periods before and during intervention. If the original records reflected only a proportion 
of what she assumed to be a 'true' baseline position, then the incidents recorded during 
intervention might represent a similar proportion of what she would consider 'actual' 
incidents. The drop in the number of recorded incidents to less than fifty per cent of the 
baseline level seems likely, therefore, to be indicative of some reduction in the levels of 
teacher concern about the behaviour of pupils in the study. 
The use of such records also demonstrates some of the pitfalls associated with 
dependence on a generalised and open-ended measure of behaviour, implicit in which is 
the concept of objectivity and truth. Aside from the inconsistencies among staff in record- 
keeping, the ratings data from both the pupils and teachers showed that what the 
researcher was dealing with could not be reduced to one 'problem' per pupil, let alone 
one whose occurrence could be measured independently. Instead there was a matrix of 
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unique interactions between individuals -a situation predicted by the discourse of social 
constructionism, and a position assumed by SFBT. From this standpoint the 'problem' is 
defined in terms of the cumulative perceptions of individual interactions. The most valid 
measure of successful outcome will, therefore, be the extent to which teachers 
expressed increased satisfaction about their interactions with pupils, and the pupils with 
their teachers and peers. 
From the teachers' perspective, this satisfaction might be expressed in one of two ways - 
fewer incident records in pupil files and/or through improved final ratings. The analysis of 
findings revealed some evidence of both although, as noted, with reservations. 
Ultimately, the finding of a reduction in exclusions should be one indication of 
satisfaction on the part of the school as a whole. It is difficult, however, to be confident 
about the basis of the non-returns of the staff questionnaires. On the one hand they may 
be indicative of teacher apathy or lack of time; on the other it might be argued that, with 
no greater requirement than to provide a simple numerical rating in respect of only one 
pupil, failure to return was symptomatic of reduced concern about a pupil previously 
perceived as causing major problems. Even had a 100% return been achieved it would 
be unrealistic, given the complexity of the picture, to expect such a clear outcome as 
improvement in each of the 93 subject areas under scrutiny. 
It might be equally over-optimistic to expect that any progress would be linear and 
without setbacks, even against a background of general progress. This overall approach 
to evaluation, despite the advantage of its affinity with social constructionism, is therefore 
dependent upon a number of circumstantial factors - including the time at which the 
question is asked - with the situations of concern in a state of continual variation, In this 
case the timing was determined in one of two ways, either by the pupils voluntarily 
suggesting their own general satisfaction or else by the ending of the project in which the 
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study was set, although in most cases where the latter was the determining factor the 
pupils were still reporting improved situations at that point. Despite its limitations, 
therefore, when the data from both teachers and pupils is considered together there are 
good indications that the conditions for satisfactory outcome were achieved. For these 
'successful' states of resolution to be maintained, of course, the predominant overall 
perceptions of teachers would need to remain weighted in favour of satisfactory contact 
with pupils. While no follow up ratings were sought within the framework of this study the 
researcher, as EP for the school, did subsequently have access to information which 
indicated that all of the pupils completed the school year without permanent exclusion. 
It cannot be claimed of course that the progress made was as a sole consequence of the 
intervention, any more than such conclusions can ever be drawn from research on social 
interaction in a natural setting. One approach that has been developed in order to 
illustrate that an initiative has exerted influence on a process of change in the context of 
a complex, social setting, however, is outlined by Connell & Kubisch (1999). They 
acknowledge that, in such situations, there will be a range of influential factors at work, 
some of which might even be acting in opposition to the planned action. Their Theory of 
Change approach to evaluation attempts, instead, to establish staged links between 
long-term outcomes and initial action in full acceptance of this. While the approach was 
not referred to in the setting up of this study, their model does have some potential 
application here, if only in retrospect. Certainly, there were other forms of action being 
taken in the school before the period of intervention. Despite this, the situations involving 
the pupils were viewed as still deteriorating. Indeed, referral to the project was a 
consequence of this conclusion. Equally true was that there was a significant drop in 
exclusion rate through the time of the study, and a reduction in incident reports. At the 
same time, the questionnaires suggested an increase in satisfaction with pupil behaviour 
by teachers, and this correlated well with pupil ratings. The pupil satisfaction ratings, in 
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turn, related to what they saw as the consequences of their own actions - doing 
something different. These actions, confirmed by the pupils, were planned, performed, 
reviewed and refined as the central core activity of SFBT. Finally, at the end of the 
sequence of interviews with the researcher, the pupils were asked whether they felt that 
the sessions with the researcher had been helpful to them and, if so, in what way. MC, 
as noted in the last chapter, did not feel that his situation had improved although he did 
remark that he had nevertheless enjoyed contact with the researcher, whom he felt 
'cared what happened to him' and had 'tried his best'. The remainder all articulated a 
view that the sessions had indeed been helpful, and that the scaling exercise in 
particular had been crucially important, in the way that it enabled them to set their own 
targets and then check on progress. Taken as a whole therefore, it is suggested, the 
information presented here represents as good an endorsement of an individual 
intervention as would have been realistically possible in the circumstances. 
Although the overall evaluation of effectiveness relates primarily to the outcome 
measures as described above, two specific issues that featured in the outcome research 
referred to earlier are worth considering here. The first is the extent to which the 
intervention did in fact prove to be brief - while the development of the model and its 
successful application in the context of a school were the prime aims, a method of 
intervention which is also time-limited would have considerable value in everyday 
practice. The fact that the pupils made progress towards their goals in the early 
sessions, some of it rapid, is important information in terms of the processes of the 
model, but this information also gives some indication about the number of sessions 
which might be required to reach a state of satisfactory solution. One of the pupils, MC, 
felt that he was no further forward in one of his target areas when the project came to an 
end, by which time he had participated in eight sessions; RR became involved relatively 
late and intervention was also ended for him by the deadline on the project, although he 
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was making progress. Three of the remaining six pupils announced satisfaction within six 
or fewer sessions. The other three each reached a high rating well before their final 
session with the researcher, and certainly by the sixth session, but expressed a desire to 
continue meeting. Even though there was no deliberate attempt to stay within the six- 
session prediction of some other studies, then, (McDonald, 1994; De Jong & Berg, 1996; 
Lee, 1997) the indications are that it might have been possible to discontinue 
intervention at around that point for most of the pupils. 
The second issue related to previous outcome studies and which it was anticipated 
might arise here. This was that the project might face referrals of pupils categorically 
labelled as exhibiting a 'problem type', terminology which is a fairly common feature of 
the clinical literature in particular. With some of the research reported earlier it was 
apparently possible to reduce the issues of concern to a single category, and to describe 
the extent of this problem with one specific rating. In the present study this proved not to 
be the case. No one simple or generalised term was used to describe the pupils referred, 
and the teachers' collective profiles also illustrated the variation of opinion about 
individual pupils. This lack of categorisation, compared with other studies, might be a 
reflection of the number of teachers involved with individual pupils in a secondary school, 
to the extent that an overall consensus (and therefore label) might be unlikely to emerge. 
It may be that the tendency to 'diagnose', even where the within-child perspective of 
behaviour predominates, is less prevalent in schools than in the clinic-based settings 
which until very recently have tended to dominate reported SFBT research. It might 
simply be because the researcher did not utilise labels in the way that some other 
studies have done, either as a means of establishing subject groups or else as a 
consequence of post-hoc data analysis. In any event, the question of efficacy of the 
SFBT for different types of problem became meaningless in this context. 
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6.2 The Model 
In making the decision to adopt an action research framework the overriding influence 
was the importance, given the real life context, of developing the most effective SFBT 
model possible within the limits of the study. Such a research paradigm, it was hoped, 
would take into account the combination of pupil and practitioner needs in 
simultaneously pursuing both change and understanding of the processes involved. 
Although the stage of development of the model attained during the relatively short 
period of this study might itself ultimately become only an early step in a much longer 
evolutionary process, this form of evaluation had the potential for greater immediate 
practical impact than might an appraisal of a pre-existing model developed elsewhere. 
The relative success here for most pupils in using an intervention framework that made 
specific provision for individual tailoring would seem to support the incorporation of 
flexibility into the employment of the stages and techniques associated with SFBT. 
Indeed, the more detailed consideration of the processes underlying the engagement 
with pupils which now follows would suggest that the decision may even have been 
crucial. As the analysis of findings illustrates, the individual SFBT interventions 
themselves took on a format not dissimilar to that of action research. The overall 
sequence involved 'mini-cycles' of action, critical reflection and refinement, a feature of 
successful intervention similarly noted by Miller (2000). For the majority of pupils this 
was a prominent feature, particularly in the early stages of the model, and it seems 
important therefore to attempt to clarify what was happening. In order to help achieve 
this, the processes involved are again considered in logical sequence so that common 
and/or individual features of intervention can be highlighted, along with decisions made 
within the research paradigm. The pathways that pupils followed are summarised in the 
flow chart, Fig. 3 over: 
,, I 
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In order to explain the rationale underpinning the eventual sequences of the revised 
model itself, however, some of the contextual factors - matters linked to pupil 
perceptions, and researcher/pupil relationships, which also emerged as highly influential 
- need to be taken into account and an attempt will be made to link these through the 
course of this discussion. 
Crucially, the model was not simply the mechanical application of a series of constituent 
elements or techniques, the sequence of which had been arranged to accommodate this 
particular school setting. Instead, there was a continuing interaction and 
interdependence of situational, interpersonal and technique-based factors, with each 
seeming to dominate proceedings at particular phases in the intervention. At times their 
combined effect was clearly important. The three main themes appeared to be: 
0 The fact that the pupils did not request help from the researcher and therefore 
did not arrive expressing a desire for change. 
e The need to establish a supportive, constructive and collaborative relationship 
from such a starting point. 
* The importance of a SFBT framework that was sensitive to individual need, 
and responsive to the pupils' own fluctuating perceptionslexplanations of their 
situations. 
The prevailing factor at the outset was perhaps inevitably that none of the pupils had 
requested involvement with the researcher. In this sense they were what SFBT literature 
typically refers to as 'involuntary', having been referred by teachers because of what 
were seen as their emotional & behavioural difficulties, presenting as management 
problems in school. The pupils were also what Duncan, Hubble and Miller (1997) 
describe as 'veterans of unsuccessful therapy ', with a recorded history of largely failed 
attempts by adults to alter their behaviour. As 'therapy veterans', whose situation in ' 
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school had reached a stage of crisis, the group encompassed a very different population 
from those of studies such as Thorne & Ivens (1999), in which pupils were specifically 
selected on the basis that this was not the case. Teachers who had previously worked 
with the pupils in this study, in this and no doubt previous schools, had already made 
attempts to effect change, based on behavioural management and on approaches aimed 
at promoting what they would broadly describe as'insight'. In addition, as the pupils 
themselves were later keen to point out, they had exhausted the full range of disciplinary 
procedures available in the school, leading to exclusions. 
As a result of what was interpreted as their refusal to respond to such measures the 
pupils were, in effect, simply informed that they would need to meet the researcher, 
albeit with parental consent. The implicit message would be 'Because your behaviour 
has been so bad, and because you have failed to co-operate with our attempts to 
change you, you are going to be seen by a psychologist'. This discourse in schools, 
which sets up expectations that an 'expert' EP will 'fix' a problem child, seems as likely to 
influence the beliefs of pupils as those of teachers and it is therefore important to 
recognise, although perhaps not quite so easy to fully appreciate, the impact of such a 
statement on a young person. The alternative to seeing the researcher, however, was for 
them to face further punishment and/or exclusions. As Osborn (1999) points out, 
however, such ultimatums frequently engender feelings of confinement and helplessness 
and are likely to induce embarrassment, anxiety, and suspicion. The discomfort, and in 
some cases reluctance, of some of the pupils was quite evident at the first meetings and, 
as already noted, for a small number this continued beyond the first session, never far 
from the surface. Duncan, Hubble & Miller (1997) also suggest that enforced treatment 
has the potential to make a client feel 'wrong, which then generates resistance aimed at 
salvaging some self-respect. de Shazer (1985) similarly argues, although refuting that 
this is actually resistance, that apparent non-cooperation is a direct consequence of a 
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lack of full ownership of the problem. Even where students are able to acknowledge why 
teachers want them to receive 'help' they may not be interested in participation, 
according to Sklare (1997), at anything other than a superficial level. Similarly, Gingerich 
& Wabeke (2001) warn that counsellors working in school settings should guard against 
failing into the trap of trying to convince students that they have problems, an approach 
that Selekman (1993) suggests simply increases resistance and is ultimately counter- 
productive. The adolescents in this study would be unremarkable in believing that they 
did not need help from adults claiming to know what was best for them. In any event, 
their early responses (blaming, justifying their own actions etc) suggested that they were 
not prepared for a SFBT approach. Their descriptions of previous experiences 
suggested that they would have been unlikely to be able to anticipate what would 
happen in sessions, and indeed their later comments on experiences of coercive 
methods suggested that they would almost certainly be expecting something very 
different. In all, therefore, it would seem reasonable to conclude that the circumstances 
under which the pupils were to meet the researcher were not ideally suited to the 
expectation by teachers of rapid change, regardless of the model of intervention. 
Because of this context, therefore, the starting point in the model, the initial 
introductions, were especially important. Although not only relevant to SFBT, of course, 
it was necessary to take into account the need for directly promoting a situation 
conducive to meaningful and constructive application of its techniques. Wheeler (2001) 
reports on the importance of the former, and actually notes the difficulty in distinguishing 
the relative contributions of the SFBT model and of the relationship fostered by its 
techniques. The findings of the common factors research of Hubble, Duncan & Miller 
(1999) and Duncan & Miller (2000) have been mentioned already. They also attach 
particular importance to the impact of the relationship and therapeutic alliance in work 
with individuals, suggesting that these aspects of intervention actually provide the 
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greatest influence on any improvement in a situation. Nau & Shilts (2000) similarly argue 
that the techniques of SFBT should be considered secondary to the groundwork initially 
established in the therapeutic relationship, and Murphy (1997) comments that failure to 
utilise relationship factors effectively will actually serve to undermine the value of 
technique. In the present situation, this personal aspect of the intervention was quite 
clearly going to become a prerequisite of any successful model. In helping these pupils 
move from a position of uncertainty and mistrust of a strange and potentially powerful 
authority figure to one of feeling unconditionally supported in collaborative solution 
finding, therefore, the 'problem-free' talk was almost inevitably going to be more than 
Sklare's (1997) social nicety. Indeed, the pupils' histories, combined with the 
circumstances of their contact with the researcher, dictated that the first meeting could 
never have been entirely 'problem free'. The impression most pupils gave, of expecting 
criticism, and then of relief that the sessions were perhaps not going to be 'more of the 
same'vindicated the decision to attend directly, and in the early stages exclusively, to 
the development of a positive researcher/ pupil relationship through engaging in a 
process of conversation rather than interview, around topics of personal interest. 
Although two pupils, AH in particular and RH to a lesser extent, appeared to the 
researcher to be particularly guarded throughout, this element of the model did seem an 
important first step in setting the scene for what followed. Without the establishment of 
some genuine rapport, the first meeting had the potential to be quickly perceived by the 
pupils as nothing more than further conspiracy on the part of an adult to force them to 
admit fault. 
Having spent time in trying to establish a basis for potentially supportive relationships, it 
was now possible to embark on the next stage of the model. This phase centred around 
Murphy & Duncan's (1997) concept of theory of change, itself determined by pupil 
perceptions of the nature and causes of problems, and evaluation of previous 
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attempts at solution. Paradoxically, one of the generally recognised fundamental 
principles of SFBT denies the need to understand problems in order to find solutions, 
although Sklare (1997) sees problem talk as an opportunity for pupils to 'unload' if 
necessary. Korman (1997), however, takes the view that problem-talk actually acts to 
magnify the extent of a problem and, furthermore, that the kinds of questions needed to 
help formulate an understanding of the problem and those needed to be asked in order 
to help things change are mutually exclusive. In contrast, and in a way that perhaps 
clearly illustrates variation in practice among those who would describe themselves as 
solution focused therapists, Murphy & Duncan (1997) assume a position closer to that of 
narrative therapists as outlined by Zimmerman & Beaudoin (2002). Their view is that 
within a social constructionist paradigm it is crucial to fully explore a pupil's perceptions 
of a problem situation if these are to remain central to the process of intervention and 
that it is necessary in order to appreciate how previous attempts at solution, based in 
alternative discourses, may themselves have actually become part of the problem. 
Rosenberg (2000) comments that solution focused therapists, in their enthusiasm to 
identify exceptions and facilitate change, can unwisely play down or trivialise the clients' 
experiences of problems and Lee (1997) also reports the view, based on interviews with 
clients on the matter, that the opportunity to talk about problems is particularly helpful to 
the SFBT process. The decision to include a problem definition phase here also took into 
account other factors. The first was the possibility of useful information being made 
available for research purposes. More important, however, were the issues of pupils' 
rights (Gersch, Holgate & Sigston, 1993) and recognition of the pragmatic importance of 
pupil participation in decision making (Gersch, 1996; Morton, 1996; Hobbs, Todd & 
Taylor, 2000). Similarly, in their case study presentation of work by an EP using a SFBT 
model, Stearn & Moore (2001) note that the pupil concerned was allowed to describe the 
history of problem incidents, as a mark of respect as much as an integral element of their 
intervention model. This issue highlights one of the dilemmas sometimes faced by 
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practitioner researchers in real life settings - in the present study it was anticipated that 
the pupils would at the very least want the opportunity to give their version of events and, 
that being the case, they had the right to do so even if this meant a modification to the 
model. The researcher's view was that some initial problem talk need not necessarily 
preclude subsequent talk of exceptions and solutions as the main focus of intervention, 
but that it might engender a more positive relationship. Dykes & Neville (2000) suggest 
that the development of such a therapeutic alliance, already beginning to present itself 
here as an issue of real importance, actually depends not only on factors overtly 
concerning relationships but also upon sufficient time being spent discussing problems. 
In the event the pupils were very keen to tell their own stories, and by and large did so 
with a strong sense of injustice. 
Gingerich & Wabeke (2001) advise that once pupils'views about the nature of problems 
have been ascertained, these should be checked against the complaints made by 
referring teachers in order to establish what they call the 'facts'. Notwithstanding the 
seeming contradiction of such a view within a social constructionist framework, this idea 
presents a further dilemma for a SFBT model in school settings - to accept pupils'views 
without question, as a 'true' solution-focused approach would dictate (Ajmal, 2001), or 
else to take into account the alternative perceptions of teachers in search of a 
consensus theory of change. The latter was the position adopted by Thorne & Ivens 
(1999), where a compromise view was negotiated between pupils and teachers. In the 
present study, however, the decision not to do so was taken for reasons of developing 
alliance with naturally guarded pupils described above and also, as noted earlier, 
because one aim of the study was to evaluate the possibility of working solely with 
pupils. To have become locked in debate about contradictory agendas, and to risk 
introducing the discourse of 'adultism' (Zimmerman & Beaudoin, 2002) could easily have 
become detrimental to this process. In fact, the idea of addressing what pupils see as 
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important in spite of what others deem to be significant is described (Berg, 1997b; 
Murphy 1997) as likely to be the most effective way of working with them, a position also 
assumed by Rosenberg (2000) in the belief that matching intervention to a client's view 
of the world not only addresses the pertinent problems but also has the effect of 
strengthening the therapeutic alliance. 
As noted, the pupils here were all able to express a view about what they saw as 
problems. They also tended to express very strong opinions about how others were the 
cause of their problems, another facet of theory of change, and saw their own behaviour 
as natural reactions to their situations as victims. That the pupils blamed others is 
consistent with the findings of research on causal attribution by pupils (Miller, 1999; 
Miller, Ferguson & Byrne, 2000; Miller, Ferguson & Moore, 2002), and would not have 
been entirely surprising in any event, if only because of their involuntary status and the 
likelihood that they expected to have to defend themselves yet again. In accepting their 
theories of change it was important to acknowledge these views and also to make 
explicit their importance to the researcher. Again, listening to and showing respect for 
their feelings and perceptions without challenging the information presented also 
contributed further to the development of cooperative and trusting relationships, and 
incidentally added to the impression that this experience was fairly novel for them. The 
researcher 'doing something different' by validating their perspectives seemed to 
encourage a willingness to engage. On reflection, it seems highly likely that any attempt 
at compromise over the origins of problems would have been perceived as an attempt to 
introduce blame and would have left pupils less committed to the process of intervention. 
This is not to dispute the potential value of a shared understanding between teachers 
and pupils, but to acknowledge Miller's (1996,2002) suggestion that the personally valid 
starting points for teachers, parents and pupils should be taken into account in 
intervention - and that these are frequently conflicting. It was felt that trying to persuade 
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these pupils (or teachers), at this time, to concede some ground would not have been 
consistent with the SFBT approach, and may well have indirectly helped perpetuate the 
'cycles of disturbing behaviour'which Evans (1999) sees as being a result of such widely 
differing perceptions. Instead, the pupils'theories of change were taken, without 
question, as the starting point for intervention, what Selekman (1993) refers to as 
'working the other side of the fence'. 
Following from this, the final aspect of exploration of theory of change was the evaluation 
of previous attempts at solution. This should, according to Murphy & Duncan (1997) offer 
some indication about what had previously been helpful to pupils and therefore provide 
information that might usefully be incorporated into the present intervention. 
Unfortunately this was not achieved to any extent in the current study, perhaps largely 
because of the pupils' strongly felt sense of previous failure. On the other hand, what 
was inferred from the pupil responses was that it would be important to make the present 
intervention markedly different from previous experiences, including not challenging their 
beliefs about the nature and causes of problems. I 
Despite the completion of this first phase of the SFBT model, and the encouraging signs 
of potentially productive alliance, at this point the interaction would nevertheless still be 
defined in terms of 'visiting/ complaining' or, as a Rhodes (1993) prefers 'information 
giving', with the pupils not yet committed to engaging in a process of change. The pupils 
were generally willing to talk about what they disliked about their situations but, because 
of their theories that others should change, there was no immediate prospect of 
discussion about solutions. They would not, in de Shazer's view (1988) be ready for 
change. And yet this was precisely what had been previously asked of them - to make 
changes when they were absolutely convinced that they were not responsible for, or in 
control of, problem situations. Further, it would be almost impossible for them not to 
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experience such a request as a suggestion that there was something 'wrong' with them. 
It would be illogical, therefore, from their point of view, to be asked to produce a solution 
to a problem over which they could exert no control, and a potential source of conflict 
with adults intent on forcing co-operation. Readiness for change would need to be 
reflected in a very different sort of conversation from the 'Why should I change? How 
could I change? ', experienced so far, for the techniques of SFBT to achieve any 
meaningful success. 
One descriptive model of the processes of preparation for and engagement in change, 
referred to by O'Connell (1998) and which seems to embody some of the underlying 
themes here, has been reported by Prochaska (1999). His views stem, in part, from his 
work with substance abusers and although that was not the issue in the present study, a 
parallel could be drawn with the notion of inviting reluctant pupils to make changes to 
habitual patterns of potentially harmful behaviour. His ideas have some commonality 
with de Shazer's (1998) visitor/customer metaphor and offer an interesting perspective 
on the SFBT model described here. His notion of an individual at the 'precontemplative' 
stage might in many respects describe the early situation of the involuntary pupils in this 
study. Such pupils, his theory would propose, are likely to be uninformed (or ill-informed) 
about the consequences of their behaviour and typically would deny the existence of a 
problem or their role in a problem situation. Hoyt & Miller (2000) develop Prochaska's 
(op cit) idea further, proposing that at this stage individuals may actually agree that a 
problem exists but not have made a connection between this and their contribution to its 
continuation. Alternatively they may have previously attempted to change but their lack 
of success has made them become demoralised. As a consequence they tend to avoid 
thinking or talking about ways to solve the problem. Such a perspective provides no 
inherent motivation to change and any attempt to push them to change, without further 
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preparation, is likely to prove unsuccessful. Confrontation is seen as a particularly 'high- 
risk' intervention strategy. Murphy (1997) similarly observes: 
'One of the surest ways to disempower a good idea or technique is to force 
it on a student who disagrees with it, or is not asking for help in the first 
place. Models and techniques are effective to the extent that they are 
accepted by the client; they become impotent when forced on unwilling 
recipients. ' (P. 78) 
Instead, any movement from pre-contemplation to contemplation (the next stage towards 
change) usually begins with consciousness raising - an increasing awareness and 
understanding of causes and consequences, and the consideration of possible solutions 
to a problem. In describing his work with substance abusers, however, Prochaska (op 
cit) assumes a degree of objectivity and 'fact', and seems to imply that intervention at 
this stage will include a degree of information giving and advice, following an agreement 
that the client 'has a problem'. In contrast, the challenge for the model of SFBT used 
here became a need to invoke contemplation, without offering expert advice, and with 
reference to problems whose origins were perceived at this time as being located 
entirely beyond the boundaries of self. While Prochaska's model might not have been 
particularly useful at this point in terms of advising on technique related to the promotion 
of change, therefore, it did nevertheless offer a helpful framework for representing a 
sequence of movement towards its achievement. 
The first step in addressing the challenge, confirming that pupils did in fact want to see 
things change, was accomplished within the next stage of the model, (Fig. 3) that of 
determining overall goals. Sklare (1997) sees the setting of this desired outcome as 
one of the most critical tasks in SFBT, and recommends that is actually undertaken 
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almost immediately in the first session. To do so with involuntary pupils, however, would 
have been somewhat inappropriate, although the need to have clear and desirable aims 
was recognised. To this end, pupils were encouraged to think about how their situations 
at school could be changed for the better. In response all of the pupils were clear that, 
despite the difficulties they experienced in their situations and the distress that this often 
caused them, it would be in their interests to avoid exclusion or, stated positively, they 
wanted to remain at the school. Although not yet linked to action on their part, the 
achievement of this personal overall goal then became the main driving force behind all 
subsequent conversation. 
The next stage in the (as yet linear) model, the identification of exceptions, is arguably 
the defining feature of SFBT, and was used here in an attempt to promote contemplation 
by linking the stated overall goals with action which it would be possible for individual 
pupils to take in order to effect change in their current situations, still without implied 
responsibility for problems. The identification of exceptions in SFBT literature is seen as 
a therapeutic technique intended to support clients to redress the problem/solution 
balance by noting times or circumstances in which the problem does not occur or, or is 
less severe, and then to enable consideration of the already successful strategies for 
achieving this. Typically in accounts of research this phase of intervention begins with 
the miracle question, one of the most widely recognised techniques of the approach. 
As already noted, however, its use in this study was discontinued when it became 
apparent that the pupils, in defining the problems as subject specific and therefore 
automatically identifying lessons in which they were absent, could quickly identify 
exceptions without the need to consider a hypothetical case. Although it had been 
included in the initial model because of the importance placed on it generally within the 
literature and in the EBTA protocol, not all solution-focused therapists see it as essential. 
Murphy & Duncan (1997) and Bertolino (1999), for example, regard it as an option rather 
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than imperative. This is also the view of Rosenberg (2000) who believes that the miracle 
question can even be obstructive with involuntary clients, because it can set up an 
adversarial position if clients believe they are being expected to envisage someone 
else's miracle. Lee, Greene, Mentzer, Pinnell & Niles (2001) also feel that the miracle 
question can be counterproductive. Their view is that the question implicitly suggests 
that locus of control over a situation is external, and strengthens a belief that a client will 
be unable to exert influence on problems. This then runs counter to the process of 
personal empowerment, the very heart of all therapy (Greene, Mentzer, Pinnell & Niles, 
1998). The position which emerged here as a consequence of ongoing review was that 
the miracle question need not be employed unless exceptions could not be already 
recognised, a view represented in the Integrated Brief Therapy model of Sagesse & 
Foley (2000) in which the miracle question is included within only one of three possible 
pathways. Interestingly, quite frequently during the course of the initial identification of 
exceptions in this study pupils actually contradicted what they had previously said about 
problems, and then went on to offer an alternative, amended version. 
On the basis of the exceptions that the pupils were able to identify they were 
subsequently encouraged to consider their own contribution to these positive 
experiences - an exercise designed to magnify existing successful strategies, and at the 
same time to promote a sense of empowerment. Just as there had been little 
acknowledgement of their own contributions to the problem situations they described, 
however, they similarly tended to attribute control over the exceptional times elsewhere. 
While they were able to recognise situations which were already contributing towards the 
achievement of overall goals, therefore, by comparing what they saw as successful with 
unsuccessful subject lessons, this information in itself did not provide an immediate 
platform for utilising client resources as anticipated, although an adult prompting them to 
focus on already successful aspects of their school lives did promote the belief that they 
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were not simply 'failing', that difficulties generally lay in only a small number of subject 
areas, and that success in these subjects was not beyond reach -a method utilised by 
Molnar & Lindquist (1989) and described as 'reframing'. 
In terms of SFBT technique, the next step (represented in Fig. 3 by the single unbroken 
line) was to encourage pupils to rate the severity of problems where they were seen to 
exist, and so establish a baseline rating for each using scaling. All pupils undertook this 
activity, and usually appeared to find it enjoyable. 
Before considering subsequent stages in the intervention, during which pupils moved 
from considering the concept of possible change to actually planning its achievement, it 
is perhaps worth summarising the situation at this point. By now, most pupils were at 
least beginning to contemplate the possibility of change or, alternatively, were engaging 
in something resembling a 'customer' - type conversation. This represented a significant 
shift from the starting position and had been encouraged by a number of key factors: 
" Alliance -a growing sense of collaboration, built to a large extent on an 
unquestioning acceptance of pupils' problem definitions and attribution of cause. 
" Overall goals - recognition of a need for change in the pupils' situations, in a manner 
that they felt might serve their best interests. 
" Identification of exceptions/targets - the recognition and acknowledgement by pupils 
of an overall predominance of successful over unsuccessful lessons, and an 
emerging belief in the possibility that improvement in the latter might therefore also 
be possible. 
Despite their stated desire for change, and in that sense they might be viewed as 
'customers', they had not yet achieved Prochaska's (1999) third stage in the process of 
change, 'preparedness'. They were still not ready to enact change. A prerequisite to this 
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would be a willingness by the pupils to even consider changing their own behaviour, 
given that it was others who were exhibiting the 'problem' behaviour - an important issue 
as this suggestion had previously been closely associated with blame. The motivation for 
the commitment to contemplate such action seemed to stem from two main sources, 
both of which are noted by Prochaska (op cit), as factors likely to promote consideration 
of behaviour change. The first was a cost/benefit analysis - was it better to continue with 
the present repertoire of responses and accept the likelihood of further exclusion, or 
might it better serve their own interests to temporarily set aside their feelings of 
unfairness and attempt to change the behaviour of others by not reacting, and therefore 
ostensibly not be controlled by them? This approach left any decision to change very 
much in the hands of pupils but a strong enough alliance, built around pupils'theories of 
change, should allow the idea to be interpreted as an invitation rather than a threat. The 
second factor was precisely that feeling of unfairness and resentment at being blamed 
and/or controlled, what Prochaska terms 'dramatic effect' or emotional arousal. 
Preparedness would now be defined by the linking of their willingness with their own 
ideas for possible action, suggested within the strategies element of the SFBT model 
(Fig. 3). In the initial model, of course, it had been assumed that pupils would volunteer 
some recognition of their own contributions to exceptions but, as noted above, this was 
not actually achieved. Rather than challenge the pupils' perspectives of externalised 
problems, however, it was decided, consistent with previous decisions, that these should 
be accepted and that intervention should address them as such, using a technique more 
typically associated with narrative therapy. The technique of externalising problems is 
described by Zimmerman & Beaudoin (2002) as one in which the therapist encourages a 
client to ascribe characteristics to a 'problem', and to perceive it as separate from the 
person. The overall task then becomes to reduce the effects of the problem as it 
impinges on the client. In this study the pupils spontaneously separated themselves from 
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the origins of the problems and viewed their own behaviour as rational responses to 
intrusive external stimuli. Although the language used by pupils in relation to the 
externalised problems was not of the labelling style of Zimmerman & Beaudoin (op cit) 
they did describe their own behaviour in terms of natural responses to provocation and 
to problems impinging upon them, and so the implications for finding a solution might be 
similar. Although the employment of techniques from other approaches to intervention 
had not been included in the initial model, the decision to do so now was taken on 
pragmatic grounds - the continuation of a positive alliance by not challenging the pupils' 
theories of change, and in response to their inability to generalise currently successful 
strategies. Furthermore, the technique of externalising problems is actually endorsed by 
some SFBT practitioners, for example Metcalf (1995), Selekman (1997), Dykes & Neville 
(2000), Shilts & Reiter (2000), McGlone (2001) and Lines (2002) as being compatible 
with an SFBT framework, and coincidentally illustrates the point made by Rhodes (1993) 
in his early account of SFBT work as a U. K. EP - that in practice solution focused 
therapists tend to draw on skills which they have taken from other models of therapy. 
The pupils were therefore asked about their usual responses during encounters with 'the 
problem', and then prompted to speculate about alternative responses that might help 
them achieve their overall goal. It was hoped, even though they had so far been unable 
to pinpoint existing successful strategies, that they might at least be able to generate 
options which would see them assume a more active and controlling position than they 
appeared to have done previously. Although they were willing to try, their responses to 
this questioning were expressed in rather vague terms in the first instance, and again 
they found requests to elaborate rather challenging. An example of the latter is illustrated 
by the following, strained dialogue during an early session with AH: 
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Res: How is it in French? 
AH: Don't know .... (prompt from researcher) 2 
Res: Is that better than last time? 
AH: Don't know. It's 3. 
Res: That is better. How is it better? 
AH: (silence) 
Res: What has been better? 
AH: Behaviour 
Res: What have you been doing that made things better? 
AH: Doing what I'm told 
Res: If you moved to 4, how would your behaviour look different? What could you be 
doing to improve again? 
AH: Doing what I'm told. 
In fact, as diary extract 4 demonstrates, there were times when the researcher became 
concerned that the probing questioning of pupils with limited verbal skills was in danger 
of becoming stressful for them. 
Similarly, at this stage there was also little evidence of pupils being able anticipate 
potential obstacles to their intended strategies, most believing instead that change 
would easily be accomplished -a position somewhat at odds with their stance so far. 
The fact that only one pupil, DMc, followed the path predicted by the initial model from 
this point, through action, review of progress and refining strategies until such time as 
he felt he had achieved satisfactory ratings or a 'good enough' solution offers its own 
comment on this optimistic supposition. 
For the others an unpredicted pathway arose, represented by the broken line in the 
flowchart. As reported earlier, for some pupils the exercise of identifying exceptions led 
to reconsideration of the nature of problems. Surprisingly, however, this also sometimes 
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happened during subsequent sessions, following attempts at agreed strategies. For 
some pupils this even happened more than once - with the consequence that further 
target areas were added to the originals. The individual mini-cycles, therefore, were not 
simply about reviewing the effectiveness of action they had taken, as predicted by the 
initial model. What was happening, on the face of things, was that even though the 
pupils were given full opportunity to describe problems and the situations in which they 
occurred, they later became dissatisfied with their first responses. The situation was 
quite different, therefore, from that predicted by Murphy & Duncan (1997) who propose 
that the theory of change can and should be established in the first session. For all but 
one of the pupils in this study, reaching a final decision about the problem(s) and 
subsequently identifying exceptions, was a more involved and complicated procedure 
than had been expected; this, in turn, made movement through later elements of the 
model less straightforward, made the intervention less brief, and demanded a higher 
level of flexibility than had been anticipated. 
While the pupils were never asked to give an explanation of these shifts of position it 
was a common, and important, feature of their responses. A number of factors are likely 
to have influenced the process, and one of the more immediately obvious is perhaps 
simply that it was difficult for pupils to quickly adjust to an approach which reflected a 
very different stance from the more typical school discourse of discipline. They may well 
have been confused and somewhat taken by surprise if their original expectation had 
been to have to justify behaviour. This being so, it would naturally take time for them to 
develop confidence that their own views really were being sought. Certainly, with the 
relatively extreme case of TB there were signs that trust in, and comfort with, the 
researcher's method came much later than the initial session - particularly in her more 
relaxed manner as she began to express her own views of her world rather than those of 
her teachers. 
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A further possibility was that the pupils did not carry with them a readily available and 
evaluated view of their worlds which they could easily articulate, on demand, and that 
would satisfy the researcher's questions. If they had never before been asked to provide 
a theory of change, in whatever form, it should be no surprise that they might be unclear 
about such matters. In addition, given their involuntary status and the problems that they 
frequently experienced in elaborating views generally, they might simply need extended 
time to think and to reflect. Given this situation, it may well have been the case that the 
apparently impulsive approach to generating strategies had also led to hurried decisions 
about the nature of problems, leaving the pupils even less adequately prepared for 
change at the point of action than had been feared by the researcher. Genuine 
preparedness for change would, as a first step, require personal clarity about the nature 
of problems. On reflection, because of their tendency to compartmentalise school life 
according to individual subject areas, the initial task for pupils would have been to 
engage in a process of judgement around approximately ten of these, comparing each 
one against every other. Given the complexity of this calculation, it should perhaps be no 
surprise that they might want to readjust their early conclusions, especially in relation to 
the dynamic and ever-changing nature of the interactions they were being asked to 
assess. In some subjects the situation might even change significantly from lesson to 
lesson. This being so, there may well have been some inevitability that the early 
attempts at solution would involve an element of trial and error, and that they would 
provide an opportunity for evaluation and clarification through practical experience - not 
only of strategies, but also of their theories of change. One option for future development 
of the present model in this school context would be a structure to support this early step 
in intervention. A ratings chart, using the scaling technique as an initial screen of all 
subject areas, might be a more concrete way in which to rank order levels of concern. 
This would provide a visual overview, and help prioritise target areas. It could even form 
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a basis for planned 'observation tasks'where uncertainty existed. Indeed, the point is 
sometimes made (de Shazer, 1994; Miller, Duncan & Hubble, 1997; Hubble, Duncan & 
Miller, 1999; Miller & Duncan, 2000) that the real work in SFBT takes place between 
rather than within sessions. While the pupils here were not asked to undertake any 
between-session activities, it seems that they nevertheless enacted what amounted to 
their own observation tasks. Once they had satisfied themselves about the location of 
problem situations, they were able to envisage improvement, and then reconsider how 
they might go about making a difference - in this case through reducing the impact of the 
problem on their lives in target lessons. O'Connell (1998) sees the latter two steps as a 
shared ongoing process of search for'levers for change' and rates them as the main 
task for a therapist in SFBT. 
Miller & Duncan (2000) actually describe what they see as a process of 'refocusing' from 
session to session as an integral and shared process in brief therapy. This refocusing 
involves evaluation of action taken, assessment of the present situation, and further 
forward planning. The main differences here, however, were in the continuing re- 
evaluation of the nature of the problem, and the fact that it was not guided by the 
researcher, but led by the pupils. It seemed important that these adjustments should be 
seen as constructive rather than as setbacks, and that the pupils were given the 
opportunity to reflect for as long as was required until they felt confident in their decisions 
about where and how to try to instigate change. The alternative would have been to 
engage in what the clients in Lee's (1997) study found to be decidedly unhelpful -a 
rigid, inflexible and too positive process of 'forcing solution', which in this case might 
have meant addressing inappropriate targets. Indeed, as Sklare (1997) argues, the 
identification of clear goals is the best predictor of effective outcome, and it seems fair to 
assume that this begins with a confidence in knowing what the problem is, even if it is 
never discussed. While most of the pupils still found it difficult to articulate the details of 
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what ultimate solution might look like in the 'concrete' fashion suggested by Sklare, they 
nevertheless expressed confidence that they had a personal picture of what success 
would look like. The researcher accepted, therefore, that 'clear' need not necessarily 
mean 'demonstrably clear', and instead simply checked that the pupils were also 
confident that satisfactory improvement in these target areas would lead to the 
achievement of their overall goals, of no further exclusions. With most pupils the 
certainty about target areas was expressed assuredly after one or more revision cycle. 
From the point of no further revision, the increases in ratings for those subject lessons 
was perhaps a strong indication that such clarity had indeed been attained. This gradual 
isolation of problems even seemed to have a certain therapeutic value, evident in 
increasing enthusiasm, as pupils who had previously been categorised as failures were 
faced with their own considered assessments of success in a majority of subjects. The 
apparent clarity of purpose that resulted seemed to be a major spur to decisive action. 
From the point in intervention at which pupils reached this assurance in their targets, 
they began to follow the more direct, predicted, sequence of the initial model, using 
scaling to rate their reported improvements up until the final sessions. The later 
confirmation by teachers of improvement in what turned out to be, to a fair extent, 
mutually agreed 'problem subjects' added further support to the decision to accept the 
refocusing around problem definition as an important element in a developing model of 
SFBT that was responding to pupil need. All targets and strategies were determined by 
the pupils. There were no suggestions at all from the researcher in either respect and so, 
by definition, the model fulfilled the SFBT remit of utilising pupil resources. 
In contrast with this, unfortunately, was the repeating cycle which seemed to overtake 
MC. Rather than use between-session experience to inform further action, as the other 
pupils did, IVIC's downhearted reports of continuing failure to achieve (total) success 
always left an impression that he interpreted this as confirmation of the futility of even 
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attempting to do things differently. Lee, Greene, Mentzer, Pinnell & Niles (2001) describe 
such a presentation in their work with 'depressed' clients - as experiencing a 'pervasive 
sense of helplessness and lack of control over their lives' (p35). MC seemed to be 
overwhelmed by the weight of the 'old story' (Zimmerman & Beaudoin, 2002) that he 
reported at the initial session - that the current intervention was likely to reach the same 
end as the many previous attempts at solution. Indeed, as diary extracts 5 and 6 
illustrate, the sense of failure was so pervasive as to lead the researcher to venture, for 
the only time during the study, into advice-giving during an especially emotional session 
when he announced 'I've been given one week to prove myself or I'm outl'The 
researcher reluctantly drew the conclusion that the levers for change had not been 
uncovered, and that the 'something different'was not different enough. 
Although this section of the discussion has focused on the development from an initial 
model, in particular the unpredicted revision of sequences in the early stages of 
intervention, some final observations here relate to the concept of 'insight' (Sagesse & 
Foley, 2000; Zimmerman & Beaudoin, 2002) The point was made very early in this 
report that SFBT, unlike some other approaches, does not address the issue directly - 
based as it is on constructing solutions rather than 'understanding' problems or, even 
worse, achieving an understanding defined by others. For the majority, although the 
mini-cycles had been a deviation, subsequent interview sessions began to include a 
welcome feature - reports of the effects which successful strategies were having on 
others' behaviour. There was an increasing awareness of reciprocal effect, as pupils 
began to relate their own behaviour to the behaviour of others. DMc, for instance 
summarised his observations of this phenomenon in session 6: 
'Other kids not bugging me, and letting me get on with my work. 
Teachers starting to be nice to me. 
* Mr L starting to say it's not me who starts any trouble. 
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e Mum being pleased with me and letting me go out again. 
9 Being able to go ice skating with M. ' 
The pupils were more able to draw on personal resources, evident in their reports of 
successful 'missions' from session to session, as they began to recognise, become 
empowered by, and build on the control that they were able to exert on their situations. 
MB's previously described flip chart explanation was a clear demonstration of her 
realisation that she could take control of events, and prompted diary extract 7 (Appendix 
9) in which the researcher reports a 'powerful session'. In effect, the usable exceptions 
emerged from within the target areas. While subject areas were initially identified as 
exceptions, in the sense that problems did not present themselves there, it was only 
possible to utilise pupil resources once they were able to appreciate their own personal 
contribution towards exceptional episodes within normally difficult lessons. In achieving 
this the pupils were able to recognise, perhaps for the first time, that they possessed the 
means to assume greater influence over their lives in school, and begin to experience 
themselves as successful and competent. Ideally, this apparent growing awareness and 
understanding of the dynamics of their situations might even have some potential for 
generalisation to other situations. 
6.3 Systems 
The final aspect of the study to be considered here is the manner in which it was 
possible for the work undertaken with individual pupils to be integrated into the school 
context, or ecosystem, in which it took place - an issue not addressed in any depth in 
previous studies. The point should be made again that no attempt was made to work 
systemically in the manner described for example by Molnar & Lindquist (1989) or by 
Provis (1992). Such an approach to working with schools is described by Frederickson 
(1990) as originating in therapeutic work with families, aimed at addressing such issues 
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as relationships, homeostasis, and boundary maintenance, and requiring 'expert' 
interpretation of presenting symptoms of dysfunction. Rather, as already indicated, SFBT 
assumes an ecosystemic perspective which simply predicts that the introduction of 
change at one point in the system, in this case through the actions of an individual pupil, 
can effect change in other parts of the system. Those pupils for whom intervention was 
rated as relatively successful reported such an effect in their perceptions of changing 
behaviour in others; the situations concerned were similarly perceived by teachers as 
having improved. 
There was, of course, always the issue of whether or not the impact of intervention might 
be greater through simultaneous action at more than one point in the system, and it 
should have been possible to include teachers in the discussions with pupils at any 
stage of the model. Even though the least intrusive position was adopted here, it is worth 
reflecting on how effective the alternative might be. This approach is proposed by some 
practitioners, such as George, Iveson & Ratner (Brief Therapy Practice Information 
Sheet), who suggest that if a problem cannot be resolved by a conversation with a child, 
the inclusion of parents and/or teachers should then be considered. Some research 
studies (Ponec & Dickel, 1999) (Thorne & Ivens, 1999), for example, have adopted such 
an approach from the outset, in which outcome goals are jointly negotiated. Even though 
the setting for the latter research was quite similar to that of the present study, however, 
(EP's working in a UK comprehensive school) those pupils were selected precisely on 
the basis that their situations were not critical, and their involvement seen as a form of 
early intervention. Indeed, the authors themselves suggest that this approach might be 
inappropriate in circumstances where 'emotions run high'. The number of exclusions 
experienced by pupils prior to their inclusion in this study is perhaps suggestive of such 
strength of feeling. 
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The research into causal attribution noted earlier raises a further important factor that 
needs to be taken into account in relation to this issue. These studies suggest that 
strongly opposing views are often held by pupils and teachers over the causes of 
difficulties in schools. As noted in the previous chapter, such polarisation was very much 
in evidence in this study, and the potential for compromise on shared goals, given the 
fervently held opinions about origins of problems, might have been limited. There were 
certainly examples of the discourses of discipline and of 'adultism', the lack of concern 
for pupil perspectives on a situation (Zimmerman & Beaudoin, 2002), during informal 
discussions with teachers about pupils and in the comments made on the initial rating 
sheets. The experiences of Stearn & Moore (2001) in their work in a secondary school, 
where Heads of Year actually saw the SFBT approach as being in direct conflict with 
their perceived role, that of responsibility for control of behaviour, also has relevance 
here. Indeed, there have been suggestions (Hammersley, 1984; Miller, 2000) that, 
because of their prevailing discourses, schools tend to be predisposed to blaming 
children and their families for the difficulties they encounter and so are not easily 
engaged in any problem solving relating to behaviour. 
From the perspective of pupils, the importance to this intervention of an open 
acceptance of their own interpretations of events, particularly in the early stages of 
intervention, has already been discussed. The points have also been made that previous 
efforts by teachers to influence the behaviour of pupils would almost certainly have 
included attempts to get them to compromise their views on the matter, and that to have 
become involved in a meeting comprising two authoritative adults and an eleven year old 
pupil would have invited pupil assumptions of collusion in further punitive measures. 
Despite the decision not to invite teachers to participate directly in the process of 
intervention, however, the study did not take place outside of the context of the school in 
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question. The researcher/ practitioner could only act within the boundaries of the 
institutional structures. For the period of involvement with pupils therefore, he actually 
became an integral part of its organisation, although an EP can sometimes be in a 
position to introduce alternative dynamics to an existing system (Miller, 2003). The 
researcher was also accountable to the school for his professional practice there. The 
idea of working in complete isolation and not liaising with teachers, therefore, would 
have been both inappropriate and in any case impossible to achieve. Further, for the 
model developed through the action research process to be applicable to the day-to-day 
practice of an EP, account needs to be taken of the existing structures and systems 
whose continuing purpose is to promote and support what is seen as the healthy 
functioning of a school, even though these might at times appear to conflict with or 
impose constraints on that work. Ultimately the feasibility of the model will depend to 
some degree on its compatibility with school systems. The extent to which this was 
achieved, and some of the difficulties encountered in trying to employ an SFBT approach 
alongside the school systems, are described below. 
Before that, however, a couple of instances in which interested teachers themselves 
elected to engage in the intervention process are worthy of comment. In both cases the 
teachers approached the researcher to discuss what they saw as improvements in the 
behaviour of two particular pupils from the study. Given the enthusiasm of these 
teachers, and the flexibility afforded by the action research paradigm, it seemed 
appropriate to invite their involvement for these two pupils, after gaining their consent. 
Although this participation was not at the level of three-way discussion of desirable 
goals, as with Thorne & Ivens, the invitation to teachers to attend for part of the next 
session did provide an opportunity for the pupils to experience reciprocity directly, in the 
form of positive comment and acknowledgement of their efforts. One consequence of 
this feedback seemed to be the increasing sense of agency and control, already referred 
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to, which had a very encouraging effect - DMc reached his final target rating of 10 very 
shortly afterwards; TB decided to extend her scale to 20 in order to be able to set herself 
further targets, and she also decided that she would begin to take her chart home so that 
she could share the scaling exercise with her parents. Perhaps similar acknowledgement 
for MC of even the small amount of improvement he sometimes reported would have 
been helpful. The direct involvement of key teachers for him might have increased the 
likelihood of small changes being noticed more widely, and/or of them being 
acknowledged as 'real' (Triantafilliou, 1997) rather than temporary, prior to his reverting 
to his 'true colours'. 
In contrast with the success of this unexpected contact with teachers, however, the 
planned liaison with them proved to be much less satisfactory than had been hoped. 
Although conflict between the discourses of discipline and the social constructionism of 
SFBT had been anticipated, along with the probability of inconsistency of approach 
among a large number of teachers, the extent of the difficulties of working into existing 
systems, even where agreement to do so had previously been reached with school 
personnel, had not. Indeed, it was expected that it might be even easier to work in 
conjunction with school structures as an insider than was normally the case as an 
occasional visitor. Unfortunately, however, the retirement of the vice-principal involved in 
the original planning for the project during its second year had a significant impact on 
systems and on the researcher's influence with the senior management of the school. As 
outlined in the methodology, the intention had been to share information at a formal level 
throughout the period of contact with pupils by participating in the already scheduled 
weekly review meetings between the Year 7 Manager and SENCO. It was hoped that 
the meetings might evolve into what Harker (2001) refers to as solution focused strategy 
meetings, providing the opportunity to demonstrate the use and value of SFBT and to 
raise issues about the possible generalisation from case studies (Dessent, 1992) into a 
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wider application in school. Unfortunately, during the course of the study only two of the 
fifteen planned weekly meetings actually took place. The remainder were cancelled by 
the Year Manager, usually at the last minute, because of her need to attend to a 'crisis' 
situation. Despite his own more positive experience of review meetings, Harker does 
make the point that there needs to be a strong desire from key school personnel for the 
meetings to take place, because of the inevitable difficulties in a secondary school of 
releasing the teachers who are involved with a pupil. Their cancellation here was one 
symptom of what seemed to be the generally unreliable operation of school systems 
relating to pupils experiencing difficulties and this had an impact on pupils, teachers and 
on the work of the researcher. 
In relation to the pupils in this study, it meant that there was virtually no opportunity for 
routine exchange of information or review of progress. This made it particularly difficult 
for the researcher to maintain an up-to-date picture of day-to-day events. Even the 
attempt to get information through questionnaires to individual teachers led to a 
disappointing 58 per cent return. As a consequence of the lack of communication, there 
were even a small number of incidents of exclusion from school about which the 
researcher was not aware at the time. Conversely, those teachers with key responsibility 
for the pupils, and who made the decision to involve the researcher in the first place, 
were not in a position to benefit from the only summary of systematically collated views 
about individual pupils in existence - the profiles built up by the researcher. They were 
also denied the opportunity to check on the effects of their referral. Given their attributed 
status as eight of the most'difficult' pupils within a year group of approximately three 
hundred, the apparent lack of priority for follow-up, monitoring and recording was a 
something of a surprise. 
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The difficulties in respect of communication of information were not an exclusive feature 
of the relationship between the researcher and school staff, however. The researcher did 
have open access to the central, pastoral, pupil records that were held and updated in 
the Year 7 team office and also to those kept by the SENCO. The researcher was 
familiar with the formal school procedures for dealing with and recording of incidents 
relating to behaviour difficulties, having been the school EP for a number of years and an 
LEA representative on the team which formulated the school's action plan following the 
Ofsted decision to place the school into special measures. A system did exist, and had 
been set up in an attempt to ensure regular communication between Heads of 
Department, Year Managers and SENCO so that information was shared and class 
teachers were supported directly over their concerns regarding pupils. In practice, apart 
from the entries noting official exclusions, the pastoral records turned out to be largely a 
collection of personal and anecdotal summaries of incidents or problems, handwritten by 
individual teachers and archived as loose notes by the Year Manager. As already noted 
in the analysis of findings, the Key Stage 3 Manager made the point herself that these 
records were not entirely reliable as a source of information, because of discrepancies in 
practice among teachers. Clearly they did not operate in the manner intended, as a 
system for collating, evaluating and sharing information. Equally there were no signs of 
management or support plans, monitoring by the Year Manager or details of targeted 
support, despite the vulnerability of pupils who been excluded at least once within weeks 
of arrival at the school. 
The SEN records were no more helpful, either as a source of information or as a means 
of collaborative planning. The logistics of even maintaining up to date paperwork related 
to individual education plans (IEP's) for pupils left the SENCO with little time for contact 
with the pupils, a problem which may not be uncommon in such schools. Lingard (2001), 
for example, conducted a study of activities undertaken by SENCO's in secondary 
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schools. He highlights the administrative and time consuming burden of producing IEP's, 
which the respondents in his survey actually saw as leading to frustratingly little change 
in the approach of individual subject teachers. The burden of paperwork he refers to was 
never more apparent than at a meeting during the course of this study, attended by the 
researcher, between the SENCO and SEN 'link' subject teachers midway through the 
first term of the school year. The SENCO presented files, the contents of which had 
been carefully photocopied and organised so that each department (and therefore all 
teachers) would have access to the IEP's of all pupils in Year 7 whose names appeared 
on the SEN register (itself created simply by adding together the records of the various 
feeder primary schools). As a means of disseminating advice and information, and of 
attempting to achieve some measure of consistency, this would seem a reasonable 
approach to what Kinder, Wilkin, Moor, Derrington & Hogarth (1999) see as a major 
problem for secondary schools with their high numbers of teachers. In this school, with a 
figure near to one hundred and with the SENCO the only member of an SEN 
'department', the task was enormous. Furthermore, the number of pupils on the SEN 
register at the school was approaching 600, out of a population of approximately 1500, 
with the SENCO under pressure from the head to increase this to 700 in order to reflect 
'true levels of need' in the school and therefore to attract further funding - another 
potentially conflicting discourse, that of the 'market' (Riddell & Brown, 1994; Barton, 
1999). Almost 150 of those were in Year 7, and all of the pupils in this study were 
represented in the school's SEN population. The SENCO was left with what he saw as 
no alternative but to hand out IEP's into which he had simply transferred information 
relating to and written during Year 6- while they were attending primary schoolsl 
In effect, then, there were no support plans for the pupils in the study, at least during the 
autumn term. The inexperienced Year Manager was weighed down by the level of day to 
day demands on her to deal with relatively minor concerns such as punctuality and 
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school uniform, and the pastoral system as a whole viewed the pupils as predominantly 
a discipline problem, evidenced by the early exclusions. These characteristics are not 
untypical of high excluding secondary schools (Ofsted report 1996, quoted in Watkins & 
Wagner, 2000) in which 
'.. year heads and heads of house worked hard but were often 
overwhelmed by numbers of pupils referred to them for indiscipline by 
classroom teachers. Frequently such referrals short circuited established 
systems and merely reflected the unwillingness of some staff to deal with 
problems at source. As a result, such problems often escalated and, 
although pastoral heads spent much time with difficult pupils, often that 
time achieved little other than to register concern and pass sentence. In 
the schools which provided good pastoral support, the key factor was that 
the importance of tutoring was recognised. ' 
(Office for Standards in Education, 1996 p. 19) 
Evans (1999) also refers to teachers who overuse such pastoral referral systems, and as 
already noted, sees them as likely to locate the causes of difficulties exclusively outside 
of the school. The Key Stage Manager and the researcher, acting in another capacity 
during the course of the study, made an attempt to address this issue directly with the 
form tutors within the Year 7 pastoral group. At a team meeting the possibility of 
extending the role of form tutors from that of maintaining attendance registers and 
hosting a once weekly PSE period into one, as described by Kinder, Wilkin, Moor, 
Derrington & Hogarth (1999), of offering genuine pastoral support in order to promote the 
inclusion of those in greatest need met with strong majority resistance. 
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Likewise the SENCO, overwhelmed by the sheer numbers on the SEN register, focused 
his efforts primarily on pupils with learning difficulties - notwithstanding the frequent 
association between difficulties in behaviour and learning, detailed for example by 
Adams, Snowling, Hennessy & Kind (1999), Miller (2000), Wise (1999) - in the hope and 
expectation that responsibility for problems of behaviour would be dealt with by the 
pastoral team. The lack of shared planning between the two key personnel (SENCO and 
Year Manager) meant that there was no collective response to the relatively small 
number of pupils about whom there was greatest teacher concern in this year group. For 
the researcher, and indeed other professionals working to support the school, there was 
little sign of the proactive and collaborative organisation that Watkins & Wagner (2000) 
see as characteristic of the 'well behaved school', but instead suggestions of a pastoral 
team which serviced '.. an inappropriately reactive discipline system'. (p26) 
Diary extracts 8 to 13 provide examples of the researcher's concerns, and his increasing 
ý!: j frustrations, over the difficulties he experienced in his attempts to work in synchrony with 
school systems - particularly over cancelled meetings and the lack of planning and 
targeted intervention. On one particular occasion, even a meeting which had been 
arranged between the researcher and a parent about her son, to which the Year 
Manager had been invited so as to share some positive feedback, was subsequently 
cancelled by the Year Manager without informing the researcher (diary extract 13). This 
action led the researcher to the conclusion that there would be little point in continuing to 
pursue such parental involvement at that time, and instead he chose to contact them by 
telephone instead. One meeting that did take place, albeit briefly, was with the Keystage 
3 Manager (KS3M - diary extract 14) in which she expressed her preference for the 
researcher simply to ensure that a carefully documented record of his contact with pupils 
was filed, along with some written recommendations (unlikely to be read), so that the 
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school would be able to produce evidence that they had taken some form of action in 
respect of the pupils at a forthcoming Ofsted follow-up visit. 
The lack of success of the attempts to link with, what seemed to be, incohesive school 
systems led the researcher to make one final revision within the action research 
framework, in seeking an alternative means of communicating with teachers in a way 
which might: 
Encourage the Year Manager and SENCO to share a dialogue over the individual 
pupils, and help promote one common and positive approach to support. 
Illustrate, at least in a small way, something of the nature and value of the SFBT 
approach. 
Act as a form of maintenance beyond the period of direct intervention, in linking 
the pupils' perspectives with those of teachers, by providing information to 
teachers based on their own reports of 'successful strategies', and framed in 
positive and solution focused language. It was hoped that this rather indirect form 
of consultation with teachers, focusing explicitly on the behaviour of pupils in 
order to prompt an implicit effect in teachers, (Redpath & Harker, 1999), might 
foster a greater awareness that they too could utilise positive strategies that 
would make a difference. 
Provide some feedback to teachers about the researcher's work with pupils, as 
an aspect of his accountability to the school. 
The DFEE guidance, Social Inclusion Pupil Support (1999), provided a potential 
opportunity to achieve these aims and perhaps even influence school practice more 
widely, with its concept of a Pupil Support Plan (PSP). The Year Manager was not aware 
of the document and was grateful when the researcher offered to produce plans, on her 
behalf, for the group of pupils with whom he had worked. In discussion with the pupils 
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themselves, during the final session of intervention, agreement was reached that it might 
now be helpful to them if teachers were made aware of the targets that they had set for 
themselves, given that they had actually made some progress towards their 
achievement. A PSP was produced and circulated to all subject teachers. A copy was 
placed in the pastoral records, ostensibly to function as a working document, and a 
further copy given to the SENCO for attachment to the IEP. Each plan set out the pupil's 
targets followed by a small list of simple but positive strategies which teachers 
themselves, in response to a supplementary question on the final ratings sheet, had 
suggested as helpful in promoting behaviour that they found acceptable. Teachers were 
asked to watch out for, and acknowledge, behaviour that was indicative of pupils 
attempting to achieve their targets. In the absence of robust systems for supporting 
pupils the PSP would hopefully model an alternative way of observing, framing and 
responding to pupils' behaviour, based on a platform of 'exceptions'. Thus, in much the 
same way as with the pupils, the theories of change of the teachers were not challenged 
but their contributions to improvement were acknowledged. They were simply asked to 
do 'more of what works' (de Shazer, 1994; Rhodes & Ajmal, 1995) and because 'what 
works' had been defined by their own colleagues, in the terms of the familiar discourse of 
'managing' behaviour, they too might feel more empowered. In the short term, for this 
group of pupils, this linking directly with subject teachers may have made some 
contribution to the maintenance of improvement and the absence of further exclusions 
through the remainder of the school year. It was hoped that it might also prompt, and 
provide a model for, the development of more considered and proactive support. 
The action was, however, born out of necessity as a final attempt to engage with school 
systems which did not, in practice, reflect stated policy. This raises questions about how 
best to apply the revised SFBT model developed during the study to everyday work as 
the EP for the school. It had actually been hoped that the individual model might 
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ultimately be somehow utilised in collaborative work with the school, perhaps even to the 
extent that teachers might incorporate the model into their own working practices. 
Certainly, the point has already been made that despite the general success of the 
model as used individually, the involvement of teachers at the later stages of intervention 
was felt to have added to the effect for two pupils, TB and MB. Conversely, the lack of 
teacher involvement may have detracted from the potential impact of using the individual 
model with MC. A further disadvantage is outlined well by perhaps the most articulate of 
the pupils, AL, reflecting on the apparent absence of reciprocal effect following his 
efforts: 
'I want to be off report, but I can't. / know I've tried hard but it's not easy to get to 10. Last 
time I said 8% would be good enough but it's not good enough for the teachers. I'm 
going to have to be perfect for weeks before anybody even notices. After that I'll 
probably go straight back onto report if I do one thing wrong. Why bother? ' 
In addition, regardless of the impact of the individual model, the practice of an EP 
'seeing' a pupil without reference to the context risks confirming beliefs of a 'within child' 
problem requiring an external specialist. In the conditions under which this research took 
place it proved possible to work with pupils almost irrespective of the teachers, who 
seemed largely happy to maintain a distance during intervention and to accommodate 
the work of a resident 'expert'- a situation unlikely to encourage teachers to consider 
their own potential contribution to problem situations. Even if this were desirable, 
however, these working conditions were unusual and it would be highly unlikely for 
visiting EP's to find themselves working in a school in quite the same way. 
In more typical circumstances the involvement of an EP would begin with a request from 
the school in relation to an individual pupil. At this point the EP should be in a position to 
discuss the nature of that involvement and the arrangements for joint working with key 
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personnel within the school. Although it might never be possible to lose the assumed 
expert role, this initial contact should offer the greatest opportunity for debating potential 
roles and responsibilities around the situation of concern. This interactionist position was 
strengthened by the revised Code of Practice view that: 
'Schools should not assume that pupils' learning difficulties always result 
solely, or even mainly, from problems from within the young person A 
school's own practices make a difference - for good or ill. ' 
(WES, 2001 a p-62) 
With this as a starting point, it should be feasible to encourage a process of shared 
evaluation and planning, even where a conflict of discourses arises, and it should 
therefore not be an insurmountable task for school personnel to be persuaded to at least 
accommodate a constructionist perspective. A possible framework for using a solution- 
focused approach in this school, encompassing the revised model of this study, is now 
outlined. 
At the simplest level, it should at the very least be possible to encourage teachers to 
participate in the 'four-fold' assessment process proposed in the Code of Practice, and in 
doing so to consider the various school-related factors which might be contributing to a 
problem situation. In a secondary school it might be possible to employ something 
resembling the teacher rating activity of this study, in order to support the key personnel, 
for example SENCO or Head Of Year, in collating and establishing a representative 
school perspective (the focus would naturally be different in a primary school, of course 
where a problem situation might involve only one teacher). This would, in itself, be an 
improvement on the 'system' encountered in this study, where pupil profiles were 
effectively defined on the basis of the most critical comments available. The next step 
would be determining what a reasonably satisfactory outcome might look like, followed 
by some identification of existing exceptions and exploration of how such exceptions are 
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maintained. In essence, the process becomes a form of solution focused consultation 
(Watkins & Gillies, 2001; Harker, 2001) in which one of the objectives might be for the 
referrers to be encouraged to move from being complainants about children to active 
participants, willing to work towards change in those situations which they experience as 
difficult. Consistent with SFBT, this does not mean that blame needs to be apportioned, 
or that the referrers should hold full responsibility for achieving change, but it would 
require a willingness to work collaboratively towards desirable goals, in a context which 
recognises shared responsibilities in supporting pupils experiencing difficulties. The EP 
might participate in no further action other than a review of progress. 
If, on the other hand, agreed strategies were to include some direct work with an 
individual pupil, a decision would need to be made about whether or not to involve 
teachers from the outset, as in the approach of Thorne & Ivens (11999), or McGlone 
(2001). Following this path would have the advantage of an open recognition of 
individual perspectives, but with agreement between a pupil, teachers and perhaps 
parents as to what would constitute successful outcome, and should also facilitate the 
acknowledgement for pupils of even small steps towards that success. This arrangement 
is likely to be a more positive experience for pupils than intervention based on a model of 
discipline, may be more acceptable to a school than a model which requires 
unquestioned acceptance of the views of pupils most likely to be perceived as unreliable 
and untrustworthy, may need a relatively brief period of intervention, and is likely to be 
appropriate for at least some pupils. 
Experience in this school over a number of years however, confirmed again in the 
present study, indicates that those pupils brought to the attention of the EP have usually 
experienced, and have come to expect, what they perceive as punishment. 
Conversations with pupils here, consistent with the work of others (Miller, Ferguson & 
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Byrne, 2000; Wise, 1999) suggest that such pupils can often hold fairly strong and 
uncompromising opinions about the origins of problems and about the unfair way in 
which they have been treated by the school system. Furthermore, there were signs that 
within the current organisation the school experiences difficulties in providing quality 
pastoral support, at least in this year group, in a manner that Cooper (1993) and Lines 
(2002) suggest applies to many schools. It is proposed that, for some pupils therefore, 
the revised SFBT model developed here could be a more appropriate approach to 
support and that frequently the attached EP might be best placed to assume a lead role. 
It would be imperative, however, that initial consultation should make specific reference 
to ongoing systems for communication with school personnel. Although comparatively 
costly in terms of EP time available to a school, this level of individual contact has the 
potential for permitting a purposeful alliance with a relatively detached adult and for 
promoting a sense of agency, even in those pupils considered most at risk of exclusion. 
At the same time, it does not rule out the possibility of teacher involvement, if only to 
encourage a sense of empowerment through affirmation of an action plan constructed by 
a pupil. Indeed, there was some evidence in this study to suggest that involvement with 
the approach does not necessarily involve a serious challenge to the position already 
held by at least some individual teachers. Although in the present study such 
involvement occurred in an unplanned way, it would be an interesting extension of this 
research to further develop the potential role of interested teachers. The school's 
Education Achievement Zone funded Learning Support Unit, with its full-time staffing and 
its particular role in respect of pupils who are struggling to cope with mainstream 
arrangements, could provide one natural and opportune focus for further development. 
Such active participation, albeit by specialist teachers, might be a first step towards the 
adoption of solution-focused approaches by school based staff as one aspect of the 
support they offer. Another possibility might be involvement of the learning mentors, with 
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their increasing presence in secondary schools and their individual style of support for 
Key Stage 4 pupils. This, of course, also incorporates an extended EP role along the 
lines proposed by, for example, Watkins & Wagner (2000), Stratford (2000) and DfEE 
(2000). Involvement at the level of staff training and systems development might, of 
course, also offer further opportunities to engage with a school in consideration of some 
of the influences on pupil behaviour highlighted by the pupils themselves - teaching 
style, differentiation of learning tasks, pupil groupings etc. Although the Code of Practice 
(DfES, 2001 a) continues with its predecessor's convention of categories of SEN, 
perhaps the explicit statement that, in considering pupil progress, the interaction of a 
range of ecosystemic factors should be taken into account could provide some leverage 
for change and a more common and interactionist discourse for supporting and including 
pupils who experience difficulties in school. 
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7. Reflections on Methodology 
Issues related to the appropriate methodology for a study such as this were discussed in 
a previous chapter, with some of the potential advantages and difficulties noted. It seems 
pertinent to briefly consider, in retrospect, those which these became evident through the 
course of the study. 
The 'outcome' strand of the study was important, in the sense of the desirability of 
achieving satisfactory conclusions to intervention, for both pupils and teachers. The 
more central questions however, for the research to have any value beyond this study, 
were those relating to understanding of process - that is, to the revisions needed to the 
initial model and the manner in which it was possible to apply this in a school setting. 
Given this, and the constantly evolving and unpredictable nature of context and 
extraneous variables, there seems little reason to question the appropriateness of 
qualitative research methodology. 
Of course, the EBTA research guidelines would see the framework adopted here as 
lacking sufficient rigour to demonstrate effective outcome from the SFBT model. On the 
other hand, the aim of this study was not to demonstrate a quantifiable superiority over 
other models of intervention, using inappropriate positivist methods, the apparent driving 
force of much of the work currently undertaken within the mental health field. Instead 
there were dual intentions, of achieving change and at the same time developing greater 
understanding of the factors likely to promote such shift, in the circumstances which 
pertained. Even taking into account the, sometimes, limited range of generalisability 
associated with action research methods (Robson, 1993; Bogden & Biklen, 1998), it 
should still be possible to use the understanding achieved here, as reflected in the 
revised model, as evidence based practice. At the very least it could form the basis for 
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further development in this and, perhaps, similar school settings in response to the 
needs of pupils who find themselves at risk of exclusion. 
In fact, the action research framework that guided the study was critical to the 
development of the final model and, as a consequence, to any successful outcome. The 
capacity for variation in response to emerging circumstance meant that pupil need could 
determine patterns of intervention, both individually and collectively, in a manner which 
avoided the tensions experienced by Atkinson (1994), between this and rigid 
methodology. Within this paradigm a revised SFBT model evolved which itself 
incorporates features of action research - the flexible use of key techniques such as 
exception-finding combined with the overriding SFBT principle of responding to individual 
need, even where the cycles of evaluation follow paths beyond more traditional SFBT 
lines. Furthermore, the pupils themselves held the key role in determining these 
exploratory paths of action, evaluation and review. 
Within the context of this action research framework, the most notable dilemmas 
concerned the practitioner researcher role, and the influences of the conditions under 
which the study took place. For the period of intervention, the researcher was based 
almost full time within the school, although with additional responsibilities not directly 
related to the research. From the school point of view this meant frequent, although 
cursory, informal contact with the practitioner, and of course this was his primary role. 
Familiarity seemed to add to the perception of him as someone who could be expected 
to share the discourses of deficit and discipline and who would naturally hold an 
allegiance to fellow professionals, that is, to teachers. There was certainly a sense of 
being expected to adopt what Mertens (1998) refers to as a 'supervisor' or authoritarian 
role. This perspective was supported further by the nature of the contractual relationship 
between the researcher and school. While this was not of the stakeholder-evaluator 
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variety (Robson, 1993) it did mean that, in addition to the usual accountability to what 
might be considered a service user, some aspects of the researcher's work were actually 
managed by the school. Fortunately, although the questions of professional 
independence and boundaries were occasionally debated with the project manager, they 
did not become barriers to the ongoing interventions. This was particularly important, as 
the conflicts of discourse reported here were not simply matters of minor difference in 
professional stance. SFBT engages with pupils on their own perspectives, but the 
predominant ethos of the school at the time of the study, and its development, was one 
of 'problem children' and discipline. While they were able to tolerate the researcher's 
approach, teachers were unable to engage with SFBT at that time. Again, however, this 
did not become an obstacle to the conduct of the study, although it would be fair to say 
that the lack of involvement of teachers in intervention meant that the issues were never 
actually aired. This failure to engage effectively with school personnel was, in fact, a 
weakness of the study and further development of the model, involving school systems 
to a greater extent, would need to address this more directly. 
Just as the teachers had expectations of the researcher, so too would the pupils, about 
his authority, his allegiances and the action he might take during the course of the 
sessions. There was a potentially counterproductive undertone of power (Hobbs, Todd & 
Taylor, 2000; McLeod, 2001), which needed to be acknowledged and addressed. 
Because of their starting point of natural suspicion (Cooper, 1993) the pursuit of alliance 
became crucial, not only to the model, but also to the pupils' active participation in 
sessions - and therefore to the study. 
One of the main advantages of having a regular base in the school was that it offered 
easier access to the pupils, and to informal contact with individual subject teachers, than 
would normally be the case for an EP, what Robson (1993) refers to as insider and 
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practitioner knowledge and opportunities. It was probably also true that this facilitated 
greater understanding of the context in which the study took place, a benefit recognised 
by Cohen, Mannion & Morrison (2000), even though the researcher had been a regular 
visitor to the school for a number of years. On the other hand, there was the danger of 
what Verma & Mallick (1999) refer to as 'contamination' from in-depth prior knowledge, 
and it was not always easy for the researcher to avoid taking a view about situations 
discussed during sessions. The researcher had access to information, for example, 
about pupils' learning difficulties; family problems; previous school histories and to 
anecdotal, staff room interpretation by teachers about their'extreme behaviour'. 
Conversely, he also had knowledge of problems associated with SEN/Pastoral support 
systems, of historical dealings with 'difficult' pupils by individual teachers, and even of 
some senior management views about their competence in these matters. It was difficult, 
therefore, for the researcher to avoid adding a personal interpretation to reports by both 
pupils and teachers. Thankfully, the SFBT model itself helps limit the influence such 
'theory counter-transference' (Duncan, Hubble & Miller, 1997) might have on 
intervention, with its emphasis on solution building and its specific exclusion of diagnosis 
- although the researcher was always conscious of the need to resist a natural 
inclination to attempt to 'understand' a problem by considering all of the available 
'evidence'. 
There was one further significant issue, concerning the professional role of the 
researcher as practitioner and the nature of the model itself. Heron (2001) argues that 
there are six categories, or forms, of counselling intervention. Three of these, he 
suggests, can be grouped together as generally 'authoritative' in their approach and 
feature guidance, advice and direction. The other three he terms 'facilitative' intervention, 
characterised by the intention of enabling a client to become more autonomous. He 
argues that it is important to have both aspects in a healthy counselling relationship. 
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SFBT proponents would dispute this idea and lay claims to belonging entirely to the 
latter, although within the context of the current study, given the researcher's normal role 
and status within the school, it would be virtually impossible to achieve total exclusion of 
the former. The researcher did ultimately have some personal and professional 
responsibility for the well-being of these vulnerable pupils, which would have overridden 
all other considerations if circumstances had warranted, although this turned out not to 
be the case. Perhaps in everyday situations in school an appropriate balance would be a 
predominance of the facilitative features, and a conscious tempering of the authoritative. 
There was certainly a need to maintain a constant awareness of the somewhat 
instinctive but well intended temptation to offer advice, as a caring adult talking with 
sometimes confused and anxious adolescents. 
Finally, there is some personal frustration here on two counts. The first of these 
concerns the fact that parental contact proved to be much less productive than had been 
hoped, if only at a level of celebrating the apparent improvement in most pupils' 
situations at school. It is impossible not to think of this as anything but an opportunity lost 
- for the pupils, parents and school. The second regret is at not being able to report 
acceptable levels of success for all pupils who participated in the study, and it is 
acknowledged that the 'common factors' research would be at least as likely to attribute 
failure to achieve goals to factors relating to the skills and actions of the researcher as a 
practitioner as it would to the SFBT model itself. Nevertheless there is also satisfaction 
at having played some part in supporting vulnerable pupils to attain their goals of 
ensuring continued inclusion in their local community school, and it would have been 
interesting to have undertaken a more systematic and in-depth analysis of their own 
views on the process. It would be equally satisfying if this study were to add, even in a 
small way, to the generally growing recognition and understanding of the potential value 
of SFBT approaches in schools, evident in the increasing number of professional 
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development conferences and of published case study reports of work by EPs in the 
U. K. 
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8. Conclusions 
The research outlined here was conducted in the context of an inner-city comprehensive 
school, whose catchment area has been described as being amongst the most deprived 
in the country (Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, 2000). At the 
time of the study the school was also considered by Ofsted as having Serious 
Weaknesses and was previously subject of Special Measures, a status imposed on the 
school in part because of its struggle to work effectively with pupils felt to present 
behavioural difficulties. An opportunity arose for the researcher, working as a school 
based EP, to attempt to simultaneously develop and evaluate a model of intervention 
which might be used in support of such pupils. Because of their particular vulnerability at 
age phase transfer, the focus of this study was National Curriculum Year 7, the 
academic year in which they entered the school. 
As had been the case in the two years prior to the study, there was again a small group 
of pupils who had been described by their primary schools as experiencing longstanding 
difficulties, and for whom the transition to secondary school was already becoming 
problematic during the first term. Most of these pupils were also making only limited 
progress in curriculum areas, another repeating theme. Because of their age, and the 
importance of successful negotiation of this enormous educational milestone, the group 
were particularly at risk. Indeed they had already spent periods excluded from their new 
school within the first term, and were described at the time of referral as being in danger 
of permanent exclusion. The situation at the time was characterised by teachers and, as 
it later transpired, pupils wanting change but with conditions acting directly against this - 
pupils feeling disengaged and powerless, and teachers frustrated at the lack of impact of 
increasingly punitive disciplinary measures. 
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Taken as a whole, the relatively extreme combination of school setting and pupil profiles 
presented a context not represented in the SFBT literature at the time of the study. 
One option for the researcher would have been to use methods associated with, for 
example, behaviourist or psychodynamic principles. These approaches are, of course, 
underpinned to a greater or lesser extent by discourses such as discipline, deficit and 
pathology. They are also based on the assumption that pupils can be'helped' to see 
things as adults do or else that they can be 'made' to do something that they don't want 
to do. Instead, the decision was made to adopt an SFBT model which, respectfully and 
pragmatically, avoided power struggles with involuntary adolescents, recognised them 
as competent, offered them acknowledgement for their successes and focused on 
specific goals. Furthermore, this no-blame approach, viewing pupils as capable of 
assuming responsibility for finding solutions rather than as responsible for problems, 
broke with the discourses usually encountered by those with a reputation for'causing 
trouble'. The open recognition of the interactionist nature of behaviour also 
acknowledges the genuine range of potential influences on a classroom setting and the 
equal contribution that others, including teachers, can have on a problem situation. 
Rather than attempt to understand or control these variables the approach used here 
aimed to support individual pupils to construct solutions, based on already existing 
successful experiences. The action research framework within which this support was 
provided focused on three main questions, related to: 
* Satisfactory outcome for pupils, and prevention of continuing exclusions. 
The most appropriate model for use in individual intervention with pupils. 
* The extent to which the model could be integrated into school support 
systems, and EP working practices. 
One outcome measure, based on the pupils' stated goals, would be their continued 
attendance at school. A further indication of improvement in the situations of concern 
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would be the expression of satisfaction by both pupils and their teachers. It has been 
argued here that, although there are particular difficulties in attempting to determine 
successful' outcome in relation to behaviour, the available data from teachers and from 
pupils themselves suggests that there was mutually acknowledged improvement in a 
large number of areas previously perceived as problems. This is not to suggest that the 
SFBT approach was wholly responsible for change, or that the improvements were 
universal. It would not be unreasonable, however, to conclude that that the intervention 
did at least have some influence, given the timing of the improvements and the 
comments pupils made by pupils - that the sessions with the researcher had been 
helpful to them in achieving change in their school lives. It would also be fair to suggest 
that the level of improvement was at least as extensive as that claimed by solution 
focused practitioners in other settings, although it would of course have been interesting 
to be able to look at the longer-term impact. One final comment in relation to outcome 
concerns the question and the suitability of the approach with pupils experiencing 
learning difficulties. Although some of the pupils did not always find it easy to articulate 
their thoughts and feelings in the rather abstract way that was perhaps demanded by an 
interview situation, this did not preclude their active engagement in the process. It would 
be a useful future exercise to engage in a greater level of process discussion with such a 
group of pupils. 
In terms of the model itself, a number of interrelating factors have been described which, 
it is suggested, combined to cumulative effect in purposeful intervention with pupils. In 
fact, Miller & Duncan (2000) suggest that this is actually the major strength of SFBT - the 
manner in which the approach utilises the range of factors historically associated with 
positive outcome for all models of therapy. One of these, the useful contribution that 
pupils can make in utilising personal strengths and experiences to help shape positive 
outcome in their school lives has also been championed elsewhere (Rudduck & Flutter, 
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2000; Hobbs, Todd & Taylor, 2000), but is all too often denied by institutional practices 
(Gersch, 1996). In the first instance then, it was considered crucial to this study that 
account was taken of the personal views of pupils about the situations in which they 
found themselves from the outset - including their enforced contact with the researcher. 
Even though they had agreed to meet with the researcher they were quite clearly 
'involuntary' in the terminology of SFBT literature. It could not simply be assumed, 
therefore, that they had arrived at the first session ready to participate in an intervention 
process of any sort, and it would have been easy to engender a reluctance to do so. In 
short they had no reason to, and were not ready for, change. 
The unconditional acceptance of their perspectives on situations, framing their actions in 
terms of justifiable protest, before even beginning to consider alternative ways of dealing 
with the 'intrusive problems' (without them having to acknowledge any contribution to the 
situations concerned) appears to have been particularly important in encouraging initial 
interest in the process. This alliance seemed to underpin all subsequent collaboration, 
and emphasises the importance of feelings and relationships in a model of intervention, 
in a way that is overlooked by much of the outcome research reported earlier. The first 
steps towards progress here were undoubtedly those directed at encouraging the pupils 
to engage in what, in SFBT, is usually referred to as a customer relationship. This has 
also been described here as movement from a state of 'precontemplation'to 
contemplation' and in developing 'preparedness' for change. One important contributor 
to this state was recognition and acknowledgement by the pupils of potential personal 
benefit, and was followed by a conscious decision to attempt change. The other was the 
formulation of appropriate and credible strategies that might switch the balance in their 
perceptions of themselves as the victims of problems to a situation in which they might 
begin to assume some control. Conversely, where intervention was least successful, this 
change talk was not was not properly achieved. 
177 
The decision not to view SFBT as the rigid application of a predetermined sequence of 
techniques appears to have been critical in supporting the pupils to achieve this position 
of readiness. The pupils' initial responses led to a decision by the researcher to 
incorporate variation on the original model, in keeping with the action research paradigm, 
and the eventual development of a model determined by circumstance and need. The 
objective for the researcher became one of finding the appropriate model, not 
determined by setting as a 'school version' of SFBT, but for the individual pupil, in this 
setting. It was also not possible to simply import, in its entirety, a model researched and 
developed elsewhere, or even to employ a theoretical hybrid - in this instance the initial 
model - without further refinement. Interestingly, even Lipchik (a member of de Shazer's 
original Milwaukee team) has recently (2002) expressed her regret about the way in 
which SFBT has been 'misunderstood' (p6) and promoted in a formulaic and mechanical 
fashion. In the same way, it cannot be assumed that, even within the same school, the 
exact processes of the revised model would transfer to another pupil group although 
alliance, readiness for change, and the flexible employment of solution focused 
technique, should remain the main focus. 
Despite the individual differences in the detail of pathways, there were common features 
across pupils that might well feature in work with other pupils in similar circumstances. 
Very early in the process of intervention, for example, the pupils all insisted on engaging 
in problem-talk, and so this was accommodated in full, in contrast with the more 
traditional SFBT position. Similarly, their immediate attribution of blame for problems 
elsewhere, and the ongoing revision by most pupils of their theories of change indicated 
that they had not, at the time, been sure about the precise nature of the problems - 
another factor which had not been anticipated on the basis of research literature but 
which, on reflection, might not be surprising from pupils expecting a more directive 
approach. The use of a flexible model allowed the pupils time and the opportunity to 
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develop a clearer and comprehensive picture of life in school, through a combination of 
action, observation and reflection. The time spent on revisions might have implications 
for the 'brief nature of intervention, but successful outcome was of greater importance 
here than the number of sessions required to achieve this. It may be, of course, that the 
process of problem clarification could be made more efficient through, for example, the 
use of a structured questionnaire in order to facilitate direct comparison between subject 
areas. 
In taking the time needed, however, and allowing for changes of direction rather than 
forcing solutions, pupils in the present study were eventually able to clarify what, for 
them, were exceptional lessons, generally without the use of the miracle question. 
Consistent with their initial attributions as to causes of problems, however, they 
experienced early difficulties in identifying and generalising aspects of their own 
successful behaviour in these situations and so first attempts at solution tended towards 
being somewhat speculative. The real steps towards solution were taken as they began 
to recognise some individual contribution to exceptional instances within 'problem' 
lessons, through linking their own behaviour to that of others. Once they could begin to 
see themselves as relatively competent there was an increased sense of agency, they 
were able to realise their own resources, and then to employ these in strategic action. 
Although it was never an aim, there were also concurrent instances of pupils reporting 
increased understanding of social exchange within a classroom, an experience which 
might even serve them in other situations, and a development worthy of further study in 
its own right. 
In addition to the problem talk and the ongoing review of theories of change, a further 
notable discrepancy between the initial and revised models was the incorporation of a 
technique more usually associated with Narrative Therapy than with SFBT. The 
179 
spontaneous externalisation of problems by pupils was dealt with in a manner that 
offered a focus for action but which respected their theories of change, although the 
identification of exceptions to these problems still remained the mainstay of the model. 
While not anticipated this was a significant variation on the initial model. Nevertheless, 
the adoption of techniques drawn from other social constructionist approaches is seen 
by some authors, as already noted, as fitting comfortably within the boundaries of 
solution focused work and there may be some value in pursuing this idea in further 
research and development of the model. Indeed, O'Connell (1998) actually sees 
experimentation and integration of techniques as a natural process in the evolution of 
any approach to intervention, and the development of an effective school based solution 
focused model was precisely the aim of this research. 
For the pupil with whom the current model could be said to have achieved least success, 
an option might have been to consider even greater variation, perhaps following the 
pathway offered, for example, in the model of Sagesse & Foley (2000). Its employment 
of directed tasks however, (Molnar & Lindquist, 1989; Selekman, 1993), designed to 
actively disrupt problem maintaining patterns of interaction, would have represented a 
major diversion from one of the most important and fundamental principles of this study, 
that of pupil-determined action. While problems were dealt with as externalised, this 
conceptualisation of them was accepted, rather than proposed, by the researcher. 
Directed tasks would have moved the research into a further phase, with action actually 
suggested to the pupils. Although it might be worth consideration as a future adaptation 
in appropriate circumstances, this would have been beyond the boundaries set for this 
particular research. 
The final area of study revolved around the issue of compatibility with everyday EP 
working arrangements within the school systems and, as Zimmerman & Beaudoin (2002) 
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point out, the discourses of schools are frequently at odds with a social constructionist 
approach. Although some success was achieved in this study using the SFBT model 
individually, this might be less feasible in the context of more usual arrangements for 
working In the school, and more careful attention would need to be given to links with its 
structure, organisation and systems. Issues worthy of consideration have been noted 
already, and the fact that the present study did not do so represents one clear limitation 
on its findings. Curriculum access, and ongoing pastoral support for pupils experiencing 
both learning and emotional and social difficulties, for example, are likely to have been 
highly influential factors on outcome for a number of the pupils. It seems quite likely that 
the difficulties experienced by the researcher in relating to systems of communication 
and support within the school, which often appeared to be inconsistent and incohesive, 
were offset to some degree by the opportunity for relatively frequent and intensive work 
with pupils. It also allowed for a model in which there was no challenge to pupil views, an 
important contributory factor to successful outcome with this group, and one that might 
easily be threatened by the open expression of teacher opinion based upon pupil 
focused attributions. On the other hand, the lack of involvement by teachers means a 
greater risk of pupils returning, unsupported, into a system ill-prepared to help them 
maintain progress. As Dessent (1992) remarks, while individual EP casework has an 
important function and can form the basis of a more generalised effect within a school, it 
can equally compound the organisational and institutional problems and become 'part of 
the problem rather than part of the solution' (p. 40). In any event, the level of contact 
offered in this study would be available to only a very few pupils through normal working 
conditions, without a significant change in the balance of workload negotiated with the 
school. Furthermore, such an emphasis on intervention with individual pupils might prove 
to be somewhat inconsistent with the movement by the researcher's service, in the 
context of a national trend (Watkins, 2000; DfEE, 2000), towards a consultative model of 
delivery, although the specific allocation of a proportion of EP time to a brief therapy 
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team (Kellock & King, 2000; King & Kellock, 2002) is an interesting resolution of these 
dilemmas. 
In practice, therefore, it seems an important next step that this aspect of the overall 
approach should be further developed, notwithstanding the complexities and 
inconsistencies inherent in the school systems. Despite the difficulty experienced in 
engaging school systems, some of the more successful contact with teachers during the 
course of this study offers reason to believe in the value of, and potential for, future 
development at individual casework level using existing school structures. It might be 
possible, for example, to undertake further evaluation of a combination of levels of 
involvement by an EP, in collaboration with key support teachers, from consultation 
through to direct individual work. Paradoxically, the very use of the term SFBT would 
need to be given careful consideration in attempts to promote the model. Therapy' in 
this context carries with it medical connotations of deficit, treatment and expert. While 
the term is simply a reflection of the origins of the approach, such association seems to 
conflict with the notion of a social construction of problems which can be addressed 
without resorting to expert interpretation. If teachers are to be encouraged to adopt the 
approach, and the potential role of parents might also be helpfully explored, it will be 
important to ensure that they too feel capable. A more appropriate and empowering 
terminology, perhaps involving language such as 'solution focused, 'supportive' or 
I purposeful' interview/conversations would be more consistent with a pastoral discourse 
and less likely to meet with hesitancy. 
At a systems level, it seems reasonable to assume that these ideas could be addressed 
in conjunction with the broader EP role of school development work aimed at 
strengthening school and family systems for identifying, supporting and monitoring the 
progress of the particularly vulnerable pupils represented in this school year by the 
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subject group. Although it represents a serious challenge, particularly in the context of 
what can appear to be the conflicting message of the standards agenda (Thomas & 
Loxely, 2001; Rusternier, 2002; Ainscow, Booth & Dyson, 2001), the satisfactory 
resolutions for both teachers and pupils in this study might equally provide a basis 
against which to promote the concurrent emphasis on the development of inclusive 
practices (DfES, 2001 b; Booth & Ainscow, 2000,2002), inherent in the concept of a 
solution focused school. 
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9 Personal Reflections 
The earlier chapter on methodology referred to the potential conflict over identity that can 
sometimes be experienced in the course of practitioner research. In an attempt to 
achieve a degree of objectivity in this account, the term "researcher" and personal 
pronoun "he" have been used throughout this document. One potential disadvantage of 
this grammatical convention, however, is that it could leave an impression of detachment 
and distance from the human exchanges that actually constituted the work undertaken. 
Indeed, it may well be the case that such a position of neutrality has the potential to 
lessen credibility, in that it might detract from the notion of 'thick description' - also 
referred to earlier as a key factor in relation to credibility in qualitative research. In this 
final chapter, therefore, I would like to take the opportunity to reflect on some of my own 
personal experiences as a researcher, an educational psychologist and as an individual 
over the course of this study. 
From the outset, I need to point out that I did not embark on this study with the 
confidence of an authority in the use of SFBT, even though my interest in solution 
focused approaches had begun a number of years earlier. My first contact with the 
concept had actually been through a whole service development day provided by the 
Brief Therapy Practice in the mid-1990's, and I was immediately attracted by its apparent 
simplicity, its positive and purposeful orientation, and its non-coercive style. Over the 
next few years I was fortunate enough to be able to attend further presentations by such 
respected and eminent figures in the field as Steve de Shazer, Yvonne Dolan and Scott 
Miller. I can vividly remember their convincing, and at times evangelical, accounts of the 
effectiveness and benefits of a solution focused approach. There was never an occasion 
when I returned from such an event and did not feel inspired and curious about the 
Possibilities for applying what I had heard to my own work. There was, equally, never a 
time when I did not experience some doubt about whether the methods developed in 
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very different situations could be transferred to my own. There was certainly relatively 
little research evidence of other EP's having achieved this, a situation which apparently 
still pertains (Stobie, Boyle & Woolfson, 2005), although some early exploratative 
writings were beginning to appear in professional journals and in early collective works 
such as Solution Focused Thinking in Schools by Rhodes & Ajmal (1995). As a 
consequence, my forays into SFBT were limited to carefully selected occasions, when 
what appeared to be favourable circumstances arose during the course of my everyday 
work. I was finally persuaded to take the plunge after listening to John Murphy, another 
motivational speaker, give an account of his own successful employment of solution 
focused methods with high school pupils in the USA. For the first time I could see clear 
similarities between the settings relating to a specialist in the field and my own. It 
seemed tremendously important for me to find out, once and for all, what value the 
approach might have and to explore how best I might utilise it in everyday work. A 
systematic research study seemed the appropriate means by which to address my 
growing interest, and the school-based project in which I was then engaged provided the 
opportunity for serious examination. 
I felt at the time that an action research framework would be most appropriate 
methodology for the study, with its simultaneous focus on both verification and 
discovery. Despite the drive by clinicians to gain respectability through their, usually 
imperfect, attempts at approximation to randomised controlled trials using SFBT, I was 
convinced of the importance of placing the interests of pupils above the demands of an 
irrelevant positivism and that successful outcome had to be the prime aim. At the same 
time, I was of the view that it might be of real value to explore and develop a model of 
SFBT that was tailored to my situation and which, I hoped, would therefore have 
resonance for other EP's. Although I saw the need for a basic framework, in the form of 
an initial model based on best practice as described in the literature, I also felt that I 
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should be ready to continually review this in the light of experience. I believed that my 
research would have some validity and be acknowledged as reliable so long as I could 
provide a detailed description of my methodology, and that it would draw credibility from 
professional colleagues on the basis of commonality of context. The practitioner 
researcher role was an inevitable consequence of the context of the study, and the 
situation dictated that I would need to undertake both roles if it was to be realised. In any 
event, it suited my purposes to take on this dual role. The whole basis of the intervention 
would be housed within a social dialogue and, for the experience to inform my own 
future practice, it would be critical for me to experience the interaction at first hand. 
On reflection, I feel that the overall methodology was validated on the basis of having 
satisfied, to a reasonable degree, both strands of its dual purpose. I would certainly want 
to suggest to anyone interested in studying the use of SFBT in similar circumstances 
that there is much to be gained from employing case studies, as practitioner 
researchers, because of the manner in which this allows direct access to the complexity 
of relationships and processes important to, and inherent in, individual intervention. 
In terms of the impact of the intervention, I have already commented on the 
shortcomings in the outcome data. Even so, I feel that verification - that SFBT can be 
used effectively with adolescents facing exclusion from school - was achieved, and I 
would like to believe that my involvement with this group of pupils did help achieve some 
positive change in their school situations. To do so always gives me a tremendous sense 
of personal satisfaction, a motivating force for anyone who considers themselves a 
member of the helping professions. Sadly, it will always be a regret that, for one pupil in 
particular, improvement seemed never to be sustained and that somehow I didn't 
manage to engage him in a helpful search for solutions. It seems to me, in retrospect, 
that my decision to effectively limit the boundaries of discovery was perhaps an error of 
judgement. As I will explain further, below, my expectation was that it might be unhelpful 
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not to allow some deviation from the initial model in order to accommodate individual 
need, should this be required. This turned out to be the case, and for the most part 
appeared to assist the process of intervention. On the other hand, I did place limits on 
the extent to which this would be permitted. Firstly, I felt that the results of this research 
would have greater validity if it could be demonstrated that all of the necessary 
resources for solution arose entirely from the pupils themselves, without specific action 
directed from an adult. Secondly, in the interests of demonstrating maximum efficiency, 
no teaching staff would necessarily need to be actively involved in the intervention 
process. Perhaps a further influential factor was my own lack of confidence about using 
solution focused approaches in previously untested situations. The disadvantage of my 
cautious tactic, however, was to effectively turn the action research framework for this 
pupil into little more than an evaluation of an, albeit flexible, model that worked for others 
- the very starting point that I had ruled out in the first instance. With the benefit of 
hindsight, I have no doubt that I could, and should, have been even bolder in my 
tentative steps beyond the security of the initial model, and more daring in my 
willingness to integrate solution focused and other techniques, without feeling that this 
would somehow compromise my work. Ironically, I actually committed the cardinal sin of 
advice-giving anyway, in a moment of well intended compassion during an especially 
depressing session with MC. The main compensation I can draw from this experience 
with MC is that, even though he received two fixed term exclusions during the course of 
intervention, he did not reach the point of permanent exclusion. 
Despite this frustration, what I was attempting to do was to achieve a balance between 
the emerging needs of pupils and the development of a model circumscribed by a basic 
framework, which would therefore also allow me some meaningful and systematic 
investigation. While the data on outcome was inevitably subjective, it was nevertheless 
recorded and collated in a manner which naturally loaned itself to simple statistical 
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analysis. Although this study utilised a primarily qualitative methodology, a case can still 
be made for the use of empiricism in order to measure effect in such circumstances 
(Todd, Nerlich & McKeown, 2005). In doing so, I feel that I have been able to present a 
reasonable case for concluding that, overall, satisfactory progress was attained, and 
would argue that similar research studies would also benefit from being able to include 
such outcome data, in the current culture of educational accountability and evidence 
based practice. As I have already noted, however, the validity or credibility of this 
statement would have been significantly enhanced by a greater level of confidence in 
school based data sources, as well as corroborative support from other key figures such 
as parents/carers. Furthermore, in any repetition of this study I would also see it as 
important to engage in a more detailed exploration of pupil views on process rather than 
simply focus on outcome - especially in attempting to establish a clearer link between 
outcome and the process of intervention. There were, of course, positive comments from 
pupils about the experience of individual sessions. One girl, for instance, began to 
request lunchtime sessions as a means of safe haven from the hustle and bustle of the 
school yard and commented: 
'It's good because I don't get a telling or shown up in front of 
others. You don't shout at me and it's nice to come here at 
lunchtime ... I can't get into trouble. Can I bring a friend with me 
because she wants to stay out of trouble as wellT 
(Unfortunately the request had to be politely declined, although I was able to persuade 
her friend to join a lunchtime art club as a constructive alternative. ) There were also 
comments which gave me encouragement that my methods were actually helping 
promote change, such as: 
'I like using the scales. They tell me where I'm up to and how well 
I'm doing. ' 
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and, on the issue of empowerment: 
I feel like I can do something when I come into school now. I 
don't have to just wait until B. starts to call me names. He used to 
try to get me into trouble with Miss every French lesson but now I 
know how to deal with him. ' 
I do feel, however, that in my preoccupation with achieving positive outcome and 
detailing an appropriate model, I missed an opportunity to use such comments as a 
platform for a methodical exploration of potential causal links and their views on the 
possibilities for ongoing development of the model. I would be keen to give greater 
attention to this in any future study. 
Dealing with the information on process which was available, the nature of the evolving 
model itself, proved to be a rather more complicated exercise than straightforward 
numerical calculation. As already noted, I had anticipated that for individuals there might 
have been some variation from the initial model. I had also expected to be able to 
measure and evaluate such deviation. In my attempt to identify regularities -'pafterning' 
(Robson, 1993) -1 had devised templates for analysing initial and subsequent sessions 
with the pupils against the initial model (Appendix 10). My method was to replay the tape 
recordings of single sessions and to detail on the templates the stages and techniques 
as they emerged. (The templates were set out to reflect the regularity predicted by the 
initial model, itself informed by my review of current literature). This information would 
also be complemented by parallel case notes which recorded the main content of each 
session. The tape recordings proved to be highly successful, in allowing me to rerun the 
sessions at leisure and take the necessary time to transcribe information. Above all, the 
tapes enabled me to focus almost exclusively on process, without having to be distracted 
by content. I must confess to having abandoned the templates fairly rapidly, however, as 
it became apparent that there seemed to be as many exceptions to the rule (of following 
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the initial model) as there were signs of the rule being followed - and the exceptions 
themselves were quite individualised. My prompt for this change of direction was simply 
the extent to which ad hoc notes and overwritten memos began to dominate any ordered 
notes within the format of the template itself. I therefore decided that it might be more 
informative to turn to what Robson (1993) refers to as chronological analysis or, more 
impressively, 'time-ordered meta matrices. What this meant, in practice, was that I 
procured the exclusive services of our family kitchen table for two days, covered with 
size A3 sheets of paper (an extract is included as Appendix 11) and produced time lines, 
mapping sequences of sessions for individual pupils and setting these alongside 
pathways for others as a visual display. Doing this allowed me to achieve an overall 
pictorial representation of individual and collective case studies through which I could 
chart the process sequences for individuals, and compare them directly with others. In 
fact, the actual mapping out itself seemed to help clarify the information recorded in 
longhand - perhaps not dissimilar to the idea (Walker, 1985) that writing can actually 
help the reflective process in analysis. Even though the picture simply confirmed that the 
pathways were indeed individual, convoluted and complex, this is not to suggest that 
there were no common features in terms of sequence and technique. More critical was 
the need to be guided in their use by the fundamental principles underpinning the SFBT 
approach, and the flowchart depicting the revised model (Fig. 3) is the product of this 
analysis. As the sessions proceeded, therefore, the 'mini cycles' of action and evaluation 
for individual pupils had become increasingly influenced by their own decisions and at 
one level, therefore, so had the direction of the research itself. Although I was not in a 
position to utilise this process analysis during the course of intervention, as I had 
intended, the retrospective analysis has nevertheless informed my conclusions about a 
revised model. 
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This systematic reflection on the whole progression of intervention left me with 
impressions, not necessarily related to what I had previously considered to be the most 
likely significant aspects of process, which continue to inform my personal views on the 
use of solution focused methods with children and adolescents. One of these is simply 
that, in the circumstances in which my work takes place, pupils typically do not arrive at 
an initial session with an EP prepared for what solution focused (or any other) 
approaches have to offer. While this should not, and was not, a surprise to someone with 
my years of experience, I would still have to say that I have never before thought so 
carefully about the nature of my engagement with adolescents who find themselves in 
conflict with their teachers. I would like to think of myself as someone who relates 
relatively well to adolescents, and I have certainly been guilty of 'collusion' with them on 
many previous occasions in order to 'prove their innocence'. Until now, however, I 
suspect that I have never fully considered the extent to which there might be important 
differences between what might be called a 'relationship' and an 'alliance' in this context 
- and on the ways in which my behaviour as a' therapist' might promote or detract from 
the latter. I was struck throughout my contact with pupils by the need for conscious effort 
on my part to minimise the influence of undeniable power differentials, both on my own 
behaviour and on the perceptions of the pupils of me as an authority figure, and to 
exclude any potential inference of blame from conversation. Similarly, I now see the 
whole question of preparation for change as hinging on perfectly valid pupil constructions 
of the meaning of social interaction, and can make a serious claim to have genuinely 
sampled the experience of 'working the other side of the fence' (Selekman, 1993). 
Because of its importance, coupled with the difficulties encountered in attempting 
simultaneous analysis of process, in any future research I would take more trouble to 
consciously reflect on the ongoing development of alliance, and would also seek a 
different form of peer supervision specifically designed to support me to articulate my 
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thinking at a researcher, rather than just practitioner, level in order to achieve some 
degree of concurrent triangulation. 
I would also suggest to others that this approach to supervision might be a particularly 
useful response to dealing with other problematic and recurring tensions naturally 
inherent in enacting this dual role of practitioner researcher. Throughout the period of 
this study, I had a very real sense of Biott's (1996) 'identity confusion' as a practitioner 
researcher. While I was able to control a conscious switching of identities from 
practitioner to researcher between sessions, the issue was frequently much more 
confused during the course of sessions with pupils. I had prepared and planned for 
between-session switch as carefully as I could. I had a predetermined routine which I 
tried to follow rigorously, and I kept parallel records. These records focused solely on 
content during sessions and were jointly written and agreed with the pupils concerned. I 
focused on process later, replaying the tape alone, and in the beginning this felt to be a 
fairly detached and objective way of approaching one aspect of the dual role. In general, 
however, I felt that I was never simply in one role or the other. I was clearly more of a 
researcher between sessions, where I took more considered actions - as in the decision 
not to use the miracle question, and the acceptance of externalisation as a viable 
technique within a changing model. What was happening at these times was that 
ongoing process analysis and evaluation between sessions was feeding back into the 
model in subsequent meetings. As such, the research was guiding my practice. In 
hindsight, there were even points when my adherence to the researcher role probably 
prevented me from taking effective action. I had set myself certain constraints, and it was 
probably this which narrowed my range of responses to the problems brought to 
sessions by M. C. Despite my attempts at consistency, however, I did eventually draw 
less on the ongoing process review and more on personal judgement when my data 
analysis systems began to fail me. There were also distinct occasions during sessions, 
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for example with M. C., when I acted entirely on instinct and the 'intuitive thinking' to 
which Atkinson (1994) refers. My personal feelings were certainly prominent at the point 
when I tried to offer him advice, in direct contradiction to the path that the researcher in 
me might have chosen to follow. Even at less critical times I was often guided by my 
feelings, informed presumably by previous experiences, about whether or not it might be 
helpful to completely accept the unanticipated turns made by pupils. I often had little time 
to think and felt that I simply had to act. 
Perhaps the anxiety induced by confusion was unnecessary (maybe even helpful) in the 
end, and I managed to achieve sufficient balance between systematic working and 
intuitive risk-taking to create a context for learning and progressing in my understanding 
as an individual. While I trust that my very interest in solution focused approaches serves 
to demonstrate my views on pupil competence, I have also been reminded that there are 
skills to be learned if intervention is to be successful. The methodology of solution 
focused approaches was developed primarily with willing adults and, I believe, there are 
good reasons not to simply assume that children have had the opportunity to perfect the 
necessary skills for engagement in a kind of dialogue that they may have rarely 
encountered in schools, or the confidence to trust strange adults who are afforded 
respect elsewhere on the basis of professional status. The curt response 
'No, I don't know what the problem isl' 
speaks for itself on the matter. Furthermore, is it reasonable that I should expect an 
eleven year old to be able to offer an instant, and considered, reflection on the highly 
complex nature of social interaction when 1, along with the rest of the adult population, 
am able to constantly repeat my misjudgements in the course of relationships with 
others? It would also be dishonest of me not to make similar comments about the 
influence of my own prior experiences and my own need to reconstruct previously 
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developed 'expertise' in, for example the problem solving approaches which had strongly 
influenced my training and previous work as an EP. It would be equally untrue to imply 
that I am not still engaged in a process of learning, as I attempt to further extend my 
skills in SFBT. One immediate development for me in using the approach with secondary 
age pupils, for example, has been to introduce the idea of a matrix in early sessions in 
order to help pupils assess situations across a number of subject areas in a more 
focused way, an idea which appears to have helped with fine tuning during problem 
definition. I also discovered during the course of this research that what might appear to 
me to be an exception may have little value unless pupils can take credit for its 
existence. As a consequence, I have been more inclined to ask pupils to undertake 
observational tasks between sessions where appropriate. This, in turn, appears to have 
sometimes helped streamline the critical process of identifying exceptions and 
envisaging solutions. 
I am also continuing to work on what I see as the value of a solution focused approach 
with teachers and other adults working in schools, partly in response to my experiences 
during this study and, in addition, because of my conviction that the approach has much 
to offer to other professionals working with young children and adolescents. Sadly, I was 
unable to engage teachers within the boundaries of the current study to the extent that I 
would have wished, even though I believed that my aims in this respect had been 
anything but ambitious. Although I have argued that the revised model did support 
positive change for pupils, it remains the case that I did not manage to find ways of 
feeding recognition of pupil success into the school systems in a manner that might have 
provoked reflection on the systems themselves. The action research, therefore, became 
disappointingly restricted to the individual model of intervention, while the context 
remained largely untouched. A lesson from this study for others, then, must be to stress 
194 
the importance of involving key figures from a school in planning and evaluation, 
perhaps even negotiating the active participation of interested teachers. 
While I had little choice but to accept this situation once the study had started to take 
shape, at personal level I cannot help but feel frustrated about the fact that, because of 
circumstances, the focus of research became narrowed. Given my extended and 
intensive contact with this particular school, it was difficult for me at the time not to 
experience a level of individual disenchantment at this failure. I had planned the 
research study with high hopes that my work would - or could be made - compatible with 
school systems, on the basis of the previous interest in their development by the senior 
management team. I was subsequently amazed by what I perceived to be a rapid 
change in both culture and practice following the departure of one key individual. Large 
schools such as this are complex institutions. On reflection I had underestimated the 
dynamic nature of the school's operations, and had presumed that the situation in which 
I was to work would remain relatively static and predictable. Looking back, the school 
was actually evolving even during the reconnaissance phase of the action research. 
While I was still planning the study, the future of the vice principal with whom I had 
negotiated was being reviewed as part of the school's budget cuts. This individual who 
had valued my support for the school over the years had structured a whole project bid 
for funding around my personal availability, and saw me as making an important 
contribution to the senior management team. Even without his immediate influence, I 
had never envisaged that my perceived role could so quickly have become so restricted. 
His departure six months before the study began resulted in a shift in power base and 
decision making responsibilities within the school, some marked change in values and 
priorities, and consequently expectations from me as an EP. This ultimately placed 
constraints on me as a researcher and challenged my research at both a practical and 
ideological level. 
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Another complicating challenge to me as a researcher, again related to my position 
within the school, added a further dimension to the identity confusion issue - that of 
being both a researcher and an insider. The merits or otherwise of 'insider knowledge' 
were discussed in the earlier methodology chapter. Of particular concern to me however, 
in my current situation, was the question of whether or not I really was an insider. In one 
sense I certainly was not. I had a separate professional identity from every other person 
in the school, belonged to a distinct and separate agency and received my supervision 
from them. I worked to the standards set by the Educational Psychology Service and my 
professional code of conduct, and this often felt at odds with the predominant culture of 
the school. Despite my strong feelings about this, however, I could make no claim to be 
entirely detached or impartial. I was working within, and so must be influenced by, school 
culture even though I did not belong to it or necessarily subscribe to all of its values. 
There certainly seemed little doubt that teachers saw me as an ally acting on their behalf 
in their struggle to control unruly behaviour, even though there were occasions when I 
believed that individual members of staff might have played a significant role in the 
creation and maintenance of problems. I had, after all, observed many of them teach. 
Unfortunately I was no longer in a position of influence and I felt restricted in what I could 
do about this now, other than to work with the pupils and share their social construction 
of the causes of problems. I sometimes even felt a professional alienation from the 
context, with me following one discourse and everyone else another. This inevitably 
created some of the problems of communication, and there were times when I actually 
felt quite isolated, despite the fact that I was always welcomed in the school during my 
involvement with the pupils, and the view was often expressed that my individual 
casework services were valued. My failure to engage particularly well with the systems 
meant that there was sometimes a sense of me working in quiet opposition to school 
systems, almost to the point of deceiving them as I worked alone in my office, secretly 
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acting out my own agenda. This represented perhaps the most significant change of 
direction of my overall action research strategy - from one of developing an individual 
model of intervention which engaged with and complemented school systems to one of 
development of an individual model only, and one which could be effective almost in 
spite of school systems. Despite my sense of distance, it was still highly unlikely that the 
pupils would see me as anything but an ally of the school at the outset and I knew that I 
would need to demonstrate my allegiance to their own cause. I have gone to some 
length already in attempting to explain my approach to dealing with the issue of alliance, 
and its critical importance to effective engagement and outcome. 
I am not convinced that I ever fully resolved the questions of identity, but there were 
times when I was less conscious of them and when they were less of an intrusive 
problem. Working alone, for instance, at least I was able to control much of my own 
destiny and this allowed me to pursue my main aims without serious obstacles. In 
contrast with this, I also took a great deal of pleasure and encouragement from even the 
small glimpses of interest shown by individual teachers in what I was trying to achieve, 
and this has served as motivation for me to continue to explore some of the ideas for 
greater systems involvement raised in the conclusions chapter - although from a more 
obvious and comfortable position of visiting practitioner and outsider. I am no longer the 
EP for the school in wlýich this research was conducted, but have enjoyed some success 
with solution focused consultation elsewhere. In secondary schools I have been able to 
share pupil perceptions of their strengths and 'areas of exception'with SENCO's and 
heads of year in order to encourage the reframing of a more balanced picture of 
performance. In primary schools, where consistency and acknowledgement of 
responsibility are often easier to achieve, I have found that the idea of a solution focused 
classroom observations, and the subsequent feedback around previously unnoticed 
exceptions and pupil and teacher strengths, can help generate a positive atmosphere of 
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mutual respect and cooperation. I have also enjoyed the opportunity to provide training 
in solution focused approaches on behalf of the LEA. These sessions have attracted 
interest from mainstream and special school teachers, support services, and from the 
rapidly developing profession of learning mentors keen to extend their counselling skills. 
Insofar as this training is concerned I feel no reticence, and see no disadvantage, in 
sharing techniques and at the same time strongly emphasising what I now perceive to be 
the critical mindset of a solution focused approach and the fundamental importance of its 
underlying principles. Whether or not the opportunity to explore my ideas through a 
research study have actually brought me full circle on this matter is an interesting 
question for final reflection. A term which appears to be becoming something of a 
metaphor for the current state of psychotherapy outcome research is the 'Dodo Bird 
Verdict' (Alice in Wonderland, Lewis Carrol). The pronouncement 'Everybody has won 
and all must have prizes. ' has come to represent in literature (Luborsky, Rosenthal, 
Diguer, Andrusyana, Berman & Levit, 2002) the notion that what is important in therapy 
is a systematic application of those common factors (Duncan & Miller, 2000), described 
earlier, which underpin successful therapy, regardless of model - and so the majority of 
outcome research reports success. Furthermore, it has been suggested (Taibbi, 1996: 
Wampold, 2001) that individuals are likely to choose a theoretical framework that is 
aligned to their own personal views about people and the process of change. Perhaps 
the final, probably vital, contributing factor to any success achieved here, then, was my 
commitment to an approach which embodies my own personal values in techniques and 
principles that seek the accomplishment of the common factors. The potential for 
transfer to other situations, for similarly curious EP's and others, will almost surely be 
best measured from that point. 
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Appendix I 
Year 7 Progress Report - Behaviour Project 
I am currently working with this pupil and it would be very helpful if you could complete 
and return the following questionnaire. 
Child's Name: Tutor Group_ 
1. How would you rate this pupil's behaviour in your lesson? 
0123456789 10 
Extremely poor like most 
other pupils 
2. What particular difficulties have you encountered? 
3. What particular strategies have you used that you feel have been helpful? 
4. Under what circumstances has this pupil's behaviour been least problematic? 
5. What particular strengths have you noted in this pupil? 
Thanks - Dennis Wilson 
Appendix 2 
Year 7 Progress Report - Behaviour Project 
Dear Colleague, 
A number of weeks ago I asked for your views on this pupil. Since that time I have seen 
him/her on a number of occasions, and we have worked on an individual plan that 
he/she felt would help improve their situation in school. I would be very grateful if you 
could again provide a rating, and offer any comments you feel might be of value, about 
your recent experiences with them. 
Child's Name: Tutor Group 
1. How would you rate this pupil's behaviour in your lesson? 
01234 
Extremely poor 
other pupils 
789 10 
Like most 
2. What improvements have you noticed? 
3. What particular strategies have you used that you feel have been helpful? 
4. Under what circumstances has this pupil's behaviour been least problematic? 
Thanks once again. Please feel free to approach me if you would like to discuss any 
concerns. 
Dennis Wilson 
Appendix 3 Initial Teacher Ratings 
PUPIL 
TB I MB TC MC I PD 
_ 
RH I CJ AL I RR SR DMc I AH 
--JMc AD 10 
AHN 7 
AK 56 
cc 10 10 
CF -I-I-- 
CR 6869 
CSA 633 
Cw 7 
DBR 9.10 
DC 7466 
DM 7 
DP 6 3 
DR 10 4 3 8 
DRI 2 3 8 2, ? 
DT - ? 
EH 5 2 8 1 3 
GL 3 
--i HAB 9 
JF 8 5 m JG 2 ? 
> JH 
JHW 8 
JN 
JSW 8 3 9 7 
iw - 10 5 m KBA 3 8 8 6 6 
. um 
Kn i i l% 6 1 ? 5 
KJ 0 1 -1 
mc 3/7 7 1/5 8 3 
mco ? - ? 9 
MD 8 9 
ME 10 
NHO 5 5 6 9 
OB 
PCH 
RB 
RK 8 ? 9 9 
RL 9 10 
RO 5/8 
RR - - 
SCL 1 4 
SRA 4 
SRY 6 - 
TC 2 
VG 
. 
4/5 4/5 
- aenotes no return i aenotes range ot scores 7 cienotes statt unable to otter comment 
Appendix 4 Teacher Problem Descriptions 
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Appendix 5 Final Teacher Ratings 
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Appendix 6 Combined Teacher Ratings 
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Appendix 7 
Teacher Comments On improvements - Final Ratings 
AH 
" Responding better to praise and encouragement 
" Not as cheeky - back answering 
" Is prepared to reason a bit more 
Small improvement in ability to focus on task 
Can remain on task a bit longer 
TB 
Much quieter in class 
Staying in her seat 
Less likely to distract others 
Less aggressive towards peers 
Often tries to sit away from trouble 
Constantly working on task 
More aware of consequences of unsuitable behaviour 
Seems to now realise that her behaviour was unacceptable 
Has made measurable improvement in her behaviour 
No longer leaves lessons without permission 
Great improvement in her behaviour 
Better response to warnings and instructions 
Now eager to take on responsibilities - now the group's equipment monitor 
Greater pride in her work 
D Mc 
He never causes any bother and is quite helpful to the others 
Getting on better with the group 
Much less surly and aggressive 
Less inclined towards moodiness and sulking 
Eager to please 
Will apologise and conform if challenged 
Responds to praise 
Has been trying to behave 
Complying with requests 
Now gets on with his work well 
RR 
Has responded well to praise, and encouragement 
Signs of opening up 
Starting to develop relationships 
Work showing improvement 
Much better work recently 
Recent improvement in his motivation and standard of work 
Incidents slightly down 
Shouts out less 
Calmer in class 
Starting to settle 
AL 
Has good days when it is obvious he is trying to behave and please teacher 
Responding quicker to reprimand 
More aware of class limits and trying to reach class standards 
Can be very likeable 
RH 
Behaviour very good 
Works quietly throughout lessons 
Attendance at lesson has improved 
Enthusiastic 
mc 
w Improvement if T not there 
(No positive comments - most say he has deteriorated) 
MB 
Has settled 
Less sulky 
Fewer mood swings 
Less'huffy' 
More willing to listen 
Improvement in behaviour, although inconsistent 
Appendix 8 Pupil Strategy Sheets 
AH- 7HR Support Strategies 
The following is a summary of the strategies and approaches which staff have found 
helpful in managing and supporting A: 
eA is least problematic when he is working away from others, especially those 
likely to antagonise him or present difficulties themselves. 
" Provide him with firm, fair handling. 
" Monitor him closely and offer some personal attention. 
" Set him a work target for the lesson. Give him simple, achievable tasks. 
" Involve him in oral work. 
" Chat with A before a lesson. Keep him behind to discuss problems, away from an 
audience. 
In his work with the Behaviour Project A has decided that he would like to try to 
improve his classroom behaviour by: 
1. ignoring others if they provoke him 
2. complete his work tasks 
A has poor concentration and limited academic skills. He can also demonstrate weak 
interpersonal skills. Staff feel that it is work making the effort to encourage a positive 
relationship with him even though A may not find this easy. He enjoys praise, is 
willing to help others and tries hard when he feels comfortable. 
AK - Y7 Manager 
AL- 7BR - Classroom Support Strategies 
The following is a summary of the strategies and approaches which staff have found 
helpful in managing and supporting A in class. 
9 Be explicit about what is acceptable behaviour in class. 
* Seat A alone, or as far away from potential distraction as possible. 
4, Monitor him through the course of a lesson. Some staff ensure that he sits near to 
their own desk. 
" Give him short tasks. 
" Give him individual attention when you can. 
" Talk to him quietly, alone. 
" Praise him and give him positive encouragement. 
Give him responsibility when possible. He likes to be helpful and to know that he 
is valued. 
In his work with the Behaviour Project A has decided that he would like to try to 
improve his classroom behaviour by: 
" Responding to teacher requests rather than answer back 
" Not distracting others 
" Completing work 
Please encourage him in his efforts to achieve this. 
While A's behaviour can be disruptive and irritating, staff have found that he will 
respond to a positive approach. He has a sense of humour and is generally considered 
to be a friendly boy. He is relatively able, has a good general knowledge and can 
make a valuable contribution to a lesson. 
AK - Y7 Manager 
D Mc - 713S - Classroom Support Strategies 
The following is a summary of the strategies and approaches which staff have found 
helpful in managing and supporting D in class: 
* Give D consistent reminders of expectations. 
9 Sit him alongside or near to you. 
* Regularly monitor his work, and given him feedback. 
9 Reassure him. D is very concerned and sensitive about his poor reading skills. 
9 Repeat instructions for him. 
9 Use a personal approach. 
* Give him some individual attention. 
o Offer him praise and merits. 
In his work with the Behaviour Project D has been working on how to improve his 
behaviour. He is trying to: 
ignore others in class 
sit near to a teacher and away from children whom, he feels, provoke and distract 
him 
* completing his work, and asking for help when he needs it. 
Please encourage him in his efforts to achieve this. 
D is least problematic when he feels he can cope with a task. When he is confident he 
will participate in class and work enthusiastically. He does have some difficulties in 
relationships, with certain individuals, which can lead to conflict. When he becomes 
upset it is often better to allow him to calm himself quietly than to confront him. 
While he is likely to have occasional flare ups he is usually apologetic afterwards. 
AK- Year 7 Manager 
MB- 713S - Classroom Support Strategies 
The following is a summary of the strategies and approaches which staff have found 
helpful in managing and supporting M in class: 
" Ensure that work/tasks are at appropriate levels. 
" Engage her in oral work and support her with demands on literacy skills. 
" Allow her to work in a group or pairs where this is viable. 
" Give her time to understand new concepts. 
" Offer her individual attention or personal time when you can. 
" Give lots of praise and encouragement and acknowledge her efforts. 
" Utilise her natural desire to please - give her special jobs or responsibilities. 
In her work with the Behaviour Project M has decided that she would like to try to 
improve her classroom behaviour by: 
1. Sitting away from potential areas of conflict in class. 
2. Attempting to complete all her work. 
3. Ignoring distractions from others during lessons. 
While M is likely to continue to experience some difficulties it would be helpful to 
her if you could take any opportunity to acknowledge her efforts to achieve these 
objectives. 
AK - Y7 Manager 
MC- 7BI - Support Strategies 
The following is a summary of the strategies and approaches which staff have found 
helpful in managing and supporting M: 
" Ensure that classroom rules are carefully explained 
" Set clear work targets, with structure 
" Ensure that he has listened to and understands instructions 
" Get M involved in the lesson quickly 
" Consider best seating arrangements 
40 Spend some time with him. Help him to stay focused. M works best when 
closely supervised 
* Encourage and praise him 
In his work with the Behaviour Project M has decided that he would like to try to 
improve his classroom behaviour by: 
1. Not shouting out 
2. Not arguing in class 
3. Ignoring others who he perceives as provoking him. 
M sometimes finds himself in difficulties because of poor peer relationship. He will 
typically blame the other party concerned and this can then lead to confrontation with 
staff. It is often better to speak with him later in a calmer manner when he is less 
wound up. He will usually respond to this approach. 
AK - Y7 Manager 
R H- 7BS - Classroom Support Strategies 
The following is a summary of the strategies and approaches which staff have found 
helpful in managing and supporting R in class: 
* Make classroom rules clear. 
* Offer a firm but fair approach to classroom management. 
9 Move seats if necessary. Staff have found that R often works best away from 
boisterous pupils. 
9 Involve him in small group activities when appropriate. 
9 Regularly check his understanding of a task. 
* Take the opportunity to offer him some individual attention. 
* Praise his efforts. 
In his work with the Behaviour Project R has found it difficult to identify particular 
features of his own behaviour which he might easily change and will readily blame 
others for his problem. He does, however, respect what he perceives as 'fairness'. He 
is also willing to accept the monitoring which the report card provides, and is 
concerned that this informs his parents about 'good' behaviour in school. 
AK- Year 7 Manager 
RR- 7BI Support Strategies 
The following is a summary of the strategies and approaches which staff have found 
helpful in managing and supporting R: 
e Direct SEN support towards R where this is available. 
* Sit him away from distractions and address him directly. 
e Provide him with work which is appropriately differentiated and recognises his 
difficulties in reading and recording. He needs short, structured tasks. 
* Get him on task quickly. 
9 Explain classroom rules to him. 
* Give him some individual attention and encourage him to stay with a task. Try 
not to criticise R's work as he will perceive this as personal. He is particularly 
sensitive about his poor academic skills and easily feels threatened. 
9 Praise his efforts. R has experienced very little success in school and has little self 
belief. 
9 Try to involve him in whole class activities, even though he may be reluctant, 
without pressuring him. He is insecure about his social position. 
9 His difficulties in communication can lead to frustrations. He sometimes need 
time and help to express himself. 
In his work with the Behaviour Project R has decided that he would like to try to 
improve his classroom behaviour by: 
1. Doing as teachers ask 
2. Not throwing books when frustrated 
3. Complete all work this he is able to do independently. 
4. Request help appropriately if he gets stuck. 
R has missed a tremendous amount of schooling although his attendance is better than 
at primary school. He is unsure of himself socially and has very poor academic skills. 
If he feels he can't cope his is likely to react emotionally - he is likely to 'misbehave' 
or else withdraw and stay away from school altogether. He needs to be handled 
sympathetically, within the context of a well managed classroom. 
AK - Y7 Manager 
TB- 7BR - Support Strategies 
The following is a summary of the strategies and approaches which staff have found 
helpful in managing and supporting T: 
" Seat T alone, or as far away from distraction as possible. 
" Monitor her regularly through the course of a lesson. 
" Give her individual attention when you can. 
" Talk to her quietly, perhaps at the end of the lesson. 
" Praise her achievements - she particularly values recognition, responsibility and 
merits. 
" Make use of her report card scoring - to acknowledge good lessons, and to review 
those which haven't gone so well. 
e Contact pastoral staff when necessary. They are in regular communication with 
T's parents. 
In her work with the Behaviour Project T has decided that she would like to try to 
improve her classroom behaviour by: 
1. Trying to complete her work. 
2. Putting her hand up rather than shout out. 
3. Ignoring what she sees as provocation and distraction by others. 
T experienced difficulties in her primary school and her problems are long standing. 
Even though she will try to reach her objectives it is unlikely that this will be achieved 
quickly or without setbacks. While T will continue to need to be regularly reminded 
about the boundaries of acceptable behaviour it will be equally important to praise her 
for her attempts to conform. 
AK - Y7 Manager 
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